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Leadership and Respect
By Jim Selman

Respect is oneof thevalues tha we hear talked about alotin organizations Respect isaword
that always evokes a postive convesationN O es, respect is very important, we valuerespect,
and we need to be more respectful and so forth.OThe problem has been that almost no onereally
thinksaboutor undestandswha it meansto respect someone create a culture of respect among
people or, for tha matter, what it meansto beto berespected. Mog of usbdieve tha respect is
an important valueand that it is good We do not normally think of respect as an action, butasa
feeling or judgment aboutother people.

To undestand and distinguish respect it isimportant to recognize tha languayeis fundamental to
how we see theworld. Languaye both opens possibilities and empowers us, or it closes
possibilities and limits us For example, theword @espectOderives from the Latin word
@espectus) which means Qo lookGor Qo look backQ In thinking aboutthis word, it also brings
to mind the notion of Gpectaclesd @pectatorOand GpectacularO In other words we can
distinguish theterm as having something to do with QookingCor bervingOIf we take the
prefix ®eCto imply GxganQ then we have the nation of respect as meaning something like
Qooking aganO

If we say we respect someone we are QookingGit the other personin a paticular wayN usudly
suggesting we are open to listen and honoreach other@® views even if we disagree. If we say we
don®respect someone, we are generally closed to certain possibilities and convesationswith
them. Likewise, if we have Qelf-respectOwe are generally in a hedlthy internd convesation with
ourselves. If we don®respect ourselves, we will typically bestuck in al sorts of unprodudive
and unsatisfying Gelf-talkO1f we say that something is possible to someonewe respect, we will
more than likely have a produdive and satisfying dialogue If we dor® respect them, then we
will morethan likely be closed, notlisten or in some cases disregard and dismiss them and thar
views outright

RespectQis jugt aword, butwhat it meansand what it distinguishes for uscan make all the
difference in howwe observe ourselves and othersN as well as how we relate to future
possibilities and choices. Our conventiond wisdom congders @espectCto be a kind of feeling or
more often than nota judgment of a person® QvorthinessO But respect can also be adeclaration
onthepat of the pasonwhois respecting another. If wetake thisto bethe case, then respect is
something else altogether. This article suggests that while @espectO's always a context for
relationship, we have achoice aboutwheher it is created as an expression of our commitment to
relating effectively with other human bengsor whether it becomes part of a culture and
worldview that separates and limitsus

© 2001 Jim Selman. All rights reserved.



Leadership and Respect

Whether respect is declared or whether it occurs as ajudgment, it is an expression of theway the
person who is respecting or not respecting sees themselves and others. Respect isin the eye of
thebeholder, and is notafundion of the behavior or attributes of those we are relatingto.
Further, we propo that to undestand respect as an empowering conaept, it mug also be
universal. If respect isajudgment, it becomes atool of the ego and actudly a source of
separation and conflict between human beings The aternaive isto undestand that respect is an
action, a declaration and a commitment on our pat of who another pe'sonis separate and apart
fromwhaever judgments we might have of ther behavior.

Findly, if we can create a culture in which respect is universal and an expression of our
commitment to each other as human bengsand how we choose to Qook at each otherQ then we
have afounddion for designing ways for collaboration and mutud empowerment tha are smply
not possible in the absence of authentic respect. | offer some ideas abouthow leaders can create a
culture of universal respect. We bdieve tha respect isthefounddion for any seriousdiscourse
on coaching, leadership or building satisfying relationshipswith others. Withoutrespect, there
are no possibilities for trug, sharing avision, for empowerment or for creating powerful teams
and organizations

Conventional Wisdom

RespectQi's one of theterms people often preach as avirtue but, in fact, can beused as a weapon
for manipulation and control of others. For example, how often do we hear someonesay, O don®
feel respectedOin a context of blaming others and demanding that GheyGchange? We hear

people use Qhot feeling respectedQes a judification for all sorts of counterprodudive and even
destructive behavior, induding beng victims of their environment and prevailing systems of
authority. Respect (or lack of it) isacore aspect of any recurring conflict situation, aswell asan
integral factor in mog labor-management disputes. Many times we use theterm and our feelings
aboutrespect to in effect say, Or ou should agree with me and benave theway | want youto or it
meansyou don®respect me (or judtifies my notrespecting you) and, therefore, | can rationdize
doing jugt aboutanything | want withoutconcern for you.O

Mogly we think aboutrespect as a judgment based on ourfeelings Alternaively, we can view
respect as a commitment or a declaration of Qvho another is for usOor Qvho we are for
ourselvesO Either way, respect is alwaysin the eye of thebeholder and it always becomes a
context for relationghip. For example, mog of uswill acknowledgetha we have some list of
negéive assessments aboutourselves and othersN we think we (or they) aretoo lazy or not
goodlooking or Ghot competent enoughOWhen we bdieve our judgments are Gruths)we
objectify ourselves and others and generally condudewhether we (or they) are worthy of our
respect. In an organizationd or soda context, our judgments and level of respect become the
basisfor how werelate to other people on aday-to-day basis.

In a persond and psychological context, self-judgments occur as GactsCand typically meansthat
our Gelf-esteemObecomes hodage to whether we respect ourselves or not. Self-respect has
exactly the same naure and character as our respect or lack of respect for othes. In
convesationswith ourselves, we often find tha we G&nowOabou Gheway we arees if our
assessments aboutourselves are more GrueCthan other people assessments of us This
condition of self-judgment inevitably becomes part of a closed worldview and can lead to all
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sorts of @elf-referential Sbehavior and el f-judtification®which uponclose examinaion reveals
an obijectification of the Qvay we areCand resignaion tha changeis unlikely at best. Since most
of usdon®claim peafection, this meanstha we become trapped in an interpretation of self in
which something abouttheway we are isn®okay and since we are that way it can®change
because our life experience has provided the experiential proof that we are the way we think we
are. Theresult is we don®respect ourselves because we aren®okay theway we are and we can®
(or haven®been) successful in changing ourselves. Many people live large portionsof therr lives
sufferingin aclosed Gnternd conversationGsboutthe way they, others and life Ghould bed
withoutever realizing that they are living in a state of disrespect for themselves, for life and for
others.

That respect is fundamental to human relationships (and relationship with self) isnotanew idea.
Wha is new istheinqury into whether it is possible to respect people with whomwe strongly
disagree and who< actionsand behavior are inconsistent with what we value We al use respect
(or lack of respect) to determine how open we are, how truging we are and how we choo% to
relate to others. For example, in growing up with my children, | have lived with alot of the
younge generation@behavior that was incongstent, foreign and even threatening to my own
values and standads Some of these behaviors induded brightly colored hair, frequent use of
strong scatological languaye tattoosand bodypiercing. If | add to this an exceptiondly open and
casud attitudetoward sex on thepart of many young people and lots of experimentationwith
drugsand acohol, then thelist of Megative assessmentsObeginsto besignificant. Can | respect
people who behave in these ways, even if they are my own children?

| am notarguingintergenerationd differences here. | am suggesting tha if we think aboutit,
there are many people (in every generation) who behave (for whaever reasong in ways tha
push or exceed thelimits of our own view of what is and what is not acceptable. When we have
negative judgnents, our assessments become thejudification to give or nat give respect. In our
everyday way of relating, we rarely notice tha thejudgnments and assessments are onething, and
the condusonsand actionsthat follow are something else. We blur this distinction and forget
that respect is always and only something in theeye of thebeholder andis never @ausedCby
those we respect or don®respect.

My propostionisthat respect can be seen as an actionandtha it is possible to create a culture in
which people naurally and authentically respect each other. To do this, however, we need to
congder how we are looking at people aready. That is, we need to ob<erve that we are normally
judging othersin terms of our own values and practices. Our baselinefor assessing othersis
essentially wha we hgppen to bdieve at agiven moment. Theimplication of this hasto dowith
whether we can take someoneseriously if they don® meet or match our standadsand bdiefs. If
we can®take someoneserioudy, then we never have the conversationswhich could make a
difference in howwe relate or what is or isn®@possible for usin the future. When this occurs we
become trapped in aviciouscycle of judgmentN lack of respectN reaction, and more judgment
tha judifies more lack of respect.

It is, of course, possible to partially finesse theissue by trying to separate the uman being®
from his or her behaviorE Q respect Y OU, but don®respect your behaviorQ This does
distinguish and separate the domein of @elfCfrom GehaviorGand does leave theindividud
whole, butis till based on having a superior judgnent of which behaviors are worthy and which
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ones are not Therefore, it is still away of usng respect in order to maintain some degree of
control over the other@ behavior. While separating @elfGfrom behavior is more responsble than
smply writing off thewhole human beng as @nworthyQit is still atrap which ultimately will
undeminerelationdips weaken practices for coordination and destroy any possibilities for
breakthroughs

Respect everyone?

We can®talk aboutrespect for very longbefore we condder the vhoQt istha is being
respected or not respected. | am suggesting tha we mug respect everyoneif theidea of respect is
to make any sense othe than as atool for judging and manipulating behavior. Thereason for this
isthat thesimple act of judgng whether someone(induding ourselves) isworthy of our respect
isto separate ourselves from the other person as a human being and assume a Gupeaiord
relationghip to them. To pass judgrent from a postion of supeiority isin effect not seeing
someoneas having equd value, choice and responsbility for ther actions To judgeanothe as
worthy or unworthy isitself an act of disrespect. In this context, we are usngthe notion of
respect as aweapon for control and dom naionE. saying Q approve (or disapprove) of you and
what you are doingCes if we were theJudgeandin doing so implying that Of youwant my
respect, you mus behave congstent with my standadsN otherwise you are unworthy.O

If we dor@ respect everyonethen we can respect no one induding ourselves. As ajudgnent,
respect is used by the ego as ameansfor remaining separate and apart from others. This can also
form thefounddionfor judifying perpeuating conflict between human beings Thealterndiveis
to undestand tha respect is an action, a declaration and a commitment on our pat of who
another pasonis separate and apart from whaever judgnents we might have of ther behavior.
This meansthat we do not sacrifice the backgrourd of relationship over our differences and
disagreements. Thisis crudal since relationship isthefounddion for any sort of collaborative
enterprise, whether it isanation, multinaiond corporation, ateam or a marriage Aslongas our
relationshipsare intact, we have roomto negotiate and design new ways of working together or,
in some cases, to notwork togetherN but as a choice and not as areaction.

If respect meansto ook aganQ then the questionis what are we looking for? We can look at
someoneto garner evidence for our preconaeptions stereotypes and prejudices or we can look
for whothey are as a possibility. Asacoach, for example, | am alwaysrelatingto apersonin
two domainsE. oneiswho| say they are as a possibility, the other iswho they are in a context of
my judgnents and thar history. My choice isin which context | will relate to them. If | relate to
another in acontext of possibility, then ourwork togeher is aboutthar commitments, creating
breakthroughsand produdng unprecedented results. If | relate to them in a context of thar past
and my assessments, then the game typically becomes aboutme andyzing thar behavior and
attempting to @ixCor control them.

Respecting everyoneis a stand we can takeEi t is not reasonable and it is not based on people@
past behavio N it is"looking at people newlyOas possibilities and as perfect in the context of
thar own lives. If we make this shift, then we still have issues and differences, butwe nolonge
give or withhdd ourselves and our respect as a condition for the other person® compliance with
our point of view.
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Creating a Culture of Respect

There are many ways to define culture. Oneway to see culture istha it is condituted by the
everyday convesationstha people have about@he way it is aroundhereO We can observe
culture mog directly by listening to the &dlway convesationgiin which people spesk straight
aboutwha they think and Gheway it really isCfor them. There are severa reasonswhy this view
is both powerful and ussful. Firgt, it allows usto create or changeculture by smply changing our
convesationsand committing ourselves to new interpretationsof @eality® Secondly, it opensa
perspective in which every indvidud can be persondly responsble for the culture and
paticipaein its pesistence or changethroughhow we speak and listen in each and every
convasation every day. Findly, observing culture as conversation makes values such as respect
QctionableQ since from this perspective words and commitments are actionsin languaye Our
convasationscan literally trandorm how we observe our environment, open new possibilities
and allow usto see choices we might not otherwise observe.

Creating a culture of respect beginswith a commitment to seeing everyoneas worthy of respect.
We have dready noted tha while we don® always have a choice aboutour automatic judgnents
and predispostions we do have a choice aboutwhat our assessments mean and theweight we
give to them in our day-to-day relationships

| want to emphasize that | am not proposng some sort of Pollyannapostive thinking about
people. | am not suggesting tha we somehow try to rationdize some sort of postive virtuein
people tha we otherwise dond respect. What | am proposngistha, as a practical matter, not
respecting others cods each of usa great deal and contributes to the pesistence of cultural
practices that we say we don®want. If people are seriousaboutcreating afuture that has larger
possibilities for everyone then it beginswith creating a different cultural reality in which we
universally respect each other.

Another aspect of creating a culture of respect isto observe how the absence of whatever we say
we value occurs on a day-to-day basis. For example, when we are not respecting someoneor we
don®fee respected, does this occur as abreakdown for usN isit acall to actionN does it
produe new convesationsto align and strengthen relationship, clarify different views and build
greater confidence and trug? In a culture of respect there will be more straighttalk (especialy of
negative assessments) because we respect each other. In a culture of respect all sorts of
relationship issues, differences and lack of alignment become postive forces for change not
judificationsfor the status quo.

Obvioudy, onething tha would have to changeisthat we would need to Gee the other persons
newlyCE. We would need to look again, look past our judgments and generate an interpretation
of who tha personiswhich would alow usto authentically respect them. We would need to
become the source of respect as our context for relating and assume responsbility for whaever
negative assessments we might have that would normally judify ourlack of respect.
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Conclusion

Human bangswill always have judgments aboutthemselves and others. It doesn®matter
whethe our judgments are postive or negdive, since no judgnment is ever true or false anyway,
no matter how many may agree or disagree with it. However, we have a choice aboutwha we
condudefrom our assessments and the seconday meaningswe give to them. If our judgnents of
each other are negdive and we condudetha, therefore, the other is not worthy of our respect or
that we don®need to take each other serioudy, then we are setting up an interpretationin which
our actionsare jugified by assessments tha were nather trueor false in thefirst place. Further,
we have created a context for our relationship in which GheyCere responsble for ourjudgnents
and assessments. In effect, we are setting up a structure of interpretation in which we are reacting
to each other based uponwha we are @bgserving®but are blind to the fact tha our observations
have more to do with usand the GneaningQve give to wha we observe, than they do with the
othe person.

Respect is oneof many values we seek to @nculturateOin our organizations Like al valuesit
cannotbelegidated or regulated into existence. It can belearned, it can be coached and it can be
demondrated by leaders everywhere. In thefind andysis, respect is part of our vay of bengQn
theworld andis a produd of both our commitment and our everyday practices. Respect aswe
have distinguished it here is acontext for al relationshipsand can be created through
commitment in our everyday convasations It is not reasonable, nor does it hgopen naurally. It
isacongiousexpression of who we are, who we aspire to be and who we declare others are for
us Creating a culture of respect doesn® solve problems or predict any particular behavior. It
does, however, shift the context, our coniousess and the organizationd paradigmin such a
way as tha we need not sacrifice ourrelationshipsin moments of conflict and fear. Moreover,
when we respect othe's, we are able to consder our own responsbility for our disagreements and
differences and, mog of all, we can engagein dialogues to create a future in which everyoneis
induded without perpetuaing reactive cycles of distrugt, resentment and acrimonyE .afuture
based on respect.
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