People Problem
Patterns

Here at Shape HR we’ve worked with
businesses of all shapes and sizes,
but no matter the size, structure or
industry, we’ve found certain ‘People
Problem Patterns’ occur across the
board.
Here are the 10 most common
People Problem Patterns we’ve
experienced, as well as some tips to
avoid these situations.

1. The Single Point of Failure (SPF)
An SPF is the person who seems to be
across everything going on. Over
time, they collect a range of
responsibilities because they are
competent. The more they show they
can do, the more they get given. But
what happens if they get hit by that
proverbial bus? Or get poached by a
competitor? Or have a falling out with
their boss? SPFs are bad news.
Three ways to avoid this PPP:
1. Train delegation skills to managers.
2. Publish and regularly review
position descriptions for each role in
the company.
3. Develop a succession plan for each
critical role in your business

2. The Drama Triangle
According to psychologist Stephen
Karpman, there are 3 main characters
in the drama triangle. The ‘Victim’
feeling hard done by, seeks out a
‘Rescuer’ in the organisation who likes
to take control and smooth things
over. The ‘Persecutor’ puts pressure
on the ‘Victim’, sometimes unfairly.
The truth is lost and important
business decisions are compromised
by emotion.
Three ways to avoid this PPP:
1. Develop mediation skills within
your organisation.
2. Implement an issue resolution
procedure.
3. Conduct regular pulse checks with
staff.

3. What Do You Expect?
A study by Gallup revealed that
almost 50% of staff don't know what
is expected of them at work! Hoping
that employees will copy a high
performer or somehow just ‘get it’
isn’t a strategy. Failing to set and
review expectations creates
uncertainty and reduces the ability to
manage poor performance.
Three ways to avoid this PPP:
1. Show previous pieces of work that
demonstrate what great work looks
like.
2. Encourage questions from staff to
clarify understanding.
3. Introduce KPIs as part of an
onboarding programme.

4. Family Feuds
Over one third of businesses in
Australia are small businesses. Most
of these have more than one member
of a family working in them. Better
the devil you know? Well, sometimes.
Sibling rivalry, unfulfilled
expectations, marriage breakdowns, it
reads like a soap opera, but all have
the potential to create a toxic work
environment.

Three ways to avoid this PPP:
1. Develop an agreed exit strategy for
family members who want out.
2. Identify objective selection criteria
(eg. skills and knowledge) for hiring
and promotions.
3. Insist on family members gaining
experience in external organisations.
5. Getting Too Technical
Most organisations promote people
based on their ability to do a technical
‘thing’. Plumbers are promoted
because they are good plumbers.
Accountants are promoted because
they are good accountants, and so
on… All of which has very little to do
with managing or leading people. In
fact, all the things that would make
them a good manager aren't
considered. Crazy, huh?

Three ways to avoid this PPP:
1. Identify and measure emotional
intelligence, communication skills and
ability to influence others.
2. Create pathways for people who
are technically gifted.
3. Provide training and coaching for
newly promoted managers as part of
their onboarding.

6. The Coward and Cowboy Spectrum
People who run businesses or rise
through the ranks generally have a
default communication style that they
are not aware of. Generally they are
at one of two ends of a spectrum.
They are operating from either a
‘cowboy’ or ‘coward’ position. A
‘cowboy’ position shoots from the hip
and asks later. A ‘coward’ shirks at
conflict and hopes that things will get
better. Both result in poor morale,
high levels of staff turnover and
reduce profit.

Three ways to avoid this PPP:
1. Ask for feedback from your teak
and peers - regularly.
2. Prepare for difficult conversations
by considering the needs of the other
person as well as your own.
3. Engage a coach or mentor to
challenge and support you.

7. Hiring: Fools Rush In
The work flows in, your reputation
grows, you need to increase your
capacity. You recruit for new staff but
there is no one in the field that stands
out. So you take a punt on someone
despite your gut telling you it might
not be a good idea… Our decade of
experience in Human Resources says
you are better off having a hole than
hiring an a$$hole. Believe us, we've
been there. When the pressure is high
we can all be tempted with the
candidate who is not quite right…
don’t.

Three ways to avoid this PPP:
1. Ensure you have more than one
person on the interview panel calibrate your ‘gut feel’.
2. Include specialist recruitment and
headhunting agencies as part of your
search.
3. ‘Job craft’ to redistribute tasks to
existing staff according to their
strengths and interests.
8. The Halo Effect
You have someone that is really
competent in what they do. They
might be a genius with finance, a goto for social media or a natural
salesperson. Statistically, it is rare that
they will be all three, however, that is
not usually how it plays out in
business.

We inadvertently assume that
because someone is competent they
are competent and honest and smart.
This is known as the halo effect. The
halo effect reduces our ability to
make objective decisions and makes
us overestimate what people can
realistically do.

Three ways to avoid this PPP:
1. Regularly conduct a training needs
analysis on all staff.
2. Ask yourself: what is the makeup of
feedback I provide this person? (i.e is
it all praise?)
3. Encourage those who offer
differences of opinions and give them
forums to speak up.

9. Overconfidence
The weird thing about a company
achieving some success is that it may
be the start of its demise. In his book
‘Momentum’, Michael McQueen
described this as the intoxication of
success.
This is to say that the more success a
business owner enjoys, the less likely
they are to question whether there is
a better way of doing things and listen
to alternative views. This leaves them
vulnerable to a change (e.g. in the
market, legislation or competition)
that they didn't see coming.

Three ways to avoid this PPP:
1. Include at least one person in your
circle who will challenge your ideas.
2. Set up and regularly review
succession plans for the key roles in
your business.
3. Engage an external specialist to
review the culture and HR practices of
your company.
10. Sunk Cost Bias
It’s like holding on to that old pair of
bell bottom jeans in case they come
back into fashion. It is when a person
(or company) pours time, money and
effort into a project, person or
initiative because of the initial
decision to invest in it. It is the
opposite of ‘cutting your losses’ and
knowing when it is time to quit and
move in another direction.

If not properly identified, it can result
in years of lost time and money and a
huge source of frustration for the best
teams and individuals.
Three ways to avoid this PPP:
1. Ask yourself ‘when will I know if this
hasn’t worked?’
2. Establish milestones and review
points for every investment including
new hires.
3. Identify an exit strategy as a part of
preparation for all projects.

Here at Shape HR we help identify
People Problem Patterns such as
these, as well as help to rectify them
and provide training to avoid these
situations in the future.
Does this sound like something your
business or company could benefit
from? We’d love to help you out,
whether your needs include
developing in-house processes,
leadership training, group workshops
and HR solutions for businesses of all
shapes and sizes. Contact us today to
discuss what we can do for your
business:
0499 777 187
cameron@shapehr.com.au

