THE SEVEN HABITS OF HIGHLY EFFECTIVE PARTNERSHIPS

These habits are well worth developing if we are serious about our partnerships being effective and sustainable. They come from a book by Stephen Covey called “The Seven Habits of Highly Effective People”.  Habits 1, 2 and 3 are about what we need to do to be ready to be good partners.  Habits 4, 5 and 6 are about working well together.  Finally there is the 7th habit that helps our partnerships to survive and grow.

Habit One: Be Proactive

What are people saying to each other in your organisation?  Do you hear them saying things like?

“There is too much to do.”

“We have to do better.”

“I can’t help it, that’s just how things are.”

This kind of talk is full of must and have to and that is just how things are.  Maybe people see many big problems and concerns and things that they cannot control.  They feel that they are not very powerful and cannot fix things.  

Being pro-active means we need to think and speak differently.  It means that we will stop thinking about things that we cannot control and start thinking about things that we can influence and change.  Instead of looking for someone to blame, we get on with doing something better.  

If we can build this good habit then we might be ready to take the positive steps necessary to build a stronger partnership.

What steps could we be taking right now to build our partnership? 

Habit Two: Begin With The End In Mind

This seems to be a habit that we are good at already.  We have vision statements and mission statements and strategic goals and action plans.  Surely we are beginning with the end clearly in mind?  

This habit makes us be people who can imagine the future that we want and are working towards.  This future should be inspirational and influence what we think and do in our daily work.  When we have a richly imagined future in our minds, we can share this future with others in our partnership.

How does our future look?  Can you almost taste it, or is it a blur?  

Habit Three: Put First Things First

Think about one of your partnerships.  Where would developing this partnership be in your daily list of things to be done?  Doing something as important as developing a partnership is like many other important but not urgent things: they just never seem to get to the top of our lists.

Having this habit demands that we take a long hard look at where our time and energies are spent.  It demands that we be pro-active in moving toward our future.  When we stay focussed on what is really important to us for we can make things happen and we will be ready to do more than talk about partnerships.

What will we have to change if we are going to find the time and energy to keep building our relationship?  

Habit Four: Think Win-Win

Sometimes we look for a partnership that will meet our own needs but not do much for our partner.  This is often because we worry that there is not enough of anything to go around so we had better get our share.   We may be afraid that partnering will force us to stretch our resources and to share too much.

This habit asks us to develop a truly win-win partnership.  It wants us to believe that there is plenty to go around.  Our partnership will then mean that everyone receives benefits and satisfaction.  We have to be prepared to work very hard for a win-win outcome.

How much win-win is there in our partnership?  

Habit Five: Seek First to Understand

There is a story about the very caring person who offered his spare glasses to a friend who had lost his. He was sure that the glasses would be great because they had always made everything look clear to him.  He was surprised when his friend said, “I can’t see a thing.  These are useless.”  He encouraged his friend to be patient and to try harder.  But everything was still a blur.  Now this caring person was quite offended, saying “What’s the matter with you?  Just think positively!”  His friend got cross saying, “I still can’t see anything.  I don’t want your glasses.”   “That’s the last time I help you out” said our caring person as he stormed off in a huff.

The story reminds us how ridiculous it is to believe that what is good for us will always be good for our partner, and that we know what is good for each other.

This habit makes us want to first understand our partner’s needs and priorities and ways of working.  It also asks us to resist the urge to meet every issue or problem with our own ideas, advice and solutions.  

How well do we really understand each other’s work, goals, needs, challenges and fears?

Habit Six: Synergise

Synergy is a fancy word for something that we see everywhere.  It is what happens when we combine things and get more than we started with. 

It means that 2 + 2 = 5 or 6 instead of just 4.  

It is probably the single most important thing that gets us into a partnership.  We simply wouldn’t bother if we just ended up with two lots of people doing the same thing they always did.  

We are in a partnership because we are looking for more.  It might be more creativity.  It might be more effectiveness or greater efficiency.  It might be better services.  It must be something because there has to be a pay back for the work a partnership demands of us all.

This habit doesn’t come out of nowhere.  It takes practice and commitment, trust and cooperation, and shared goals.  It does not mean that partners must think the same way.  In fact, difference and diversity are more likely to lead to a valuable partnership.

What would it take to really get more from our partnership?

Habit Seven: Sharpen the Saw

This final habit is probably the easiest to think of as a bit of a luxury.  We look at our partnership and see that it is working well, doing what we hoped it would.  We start to take it for granted and reduce the amount of time and effort that we invest in it.  After all we are busy getting results.  Eventually we find that the partnership is sick or dying.  It is the seventh habit that has been missed: sharpening the saw.

This is the most important habit.  It means doing whatever it takes to keep our partnership healthy and growing.  This includes building new ways of doing things and better relationships, evaluating how we are going, holding celebrations and promotions, taking time out for talking and listening, thinking about the future and many other activities.

We all know that we cannot have a bank account and then only take money out.  Sharpening the saw is the regular deposit that makes us rich.

Are we doing enough to keep our partnership working well?

Summary

Perhaps the greatest thing about these 7 habits is that they help us to believe in our ability to do things differently and better through our own sincere efforts.  Our working worlds are full of people and organisations that genuinely want to make an effective, lasting and wonderful partnership.  The 7 habits give us some concrete things to do to turn that into a reality.

Together we can:

1. Get into a positive frame of mind

2. Work toward the future we want to achieve

3. Do what is important first

4. Make sure we always aim for win-win

5. Put real effort into understanding each other

6. Join our resources to get more than we started with

7. Sharpen the saw by looking after our partnership

Adapted from Covey, S. (1998) The 7 habits of highly effective people. St Martin’s Griffin Publishing.
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