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Il of us want structure in our lives. But with the state

of upheaval that characterizes so much of the econ-

omy these days—whether from mergers, acquisi-

tions, downsizing, or exponential growth—ambigui-
ty is the norm. When academics start writing books on the topic, it has
become a fact of life.

Determining the rules of the marketplace when they change every day is
confounding and stressful. Recognizing the problem is the first step;
determining how to cope is the next step.

The April 1996 issue of Intercom included my article on “Thriving in
Ambiguity.” Since then, Sally Derrick (Austin chapter), Pat Gabella, Steve
Weikal, and I have presented our views on this subject at the 1996 STC
Annual Conference and the 1996 STC Region 5 Conference. This article

includes insights derived from those two panel discussions.
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Some of us are given
heavy responsibility but lit-
tle actual authority (i.e.,
no budget or solid line on
the organization chart).

... And some of our jobs
may be nestled in the
management ranks, where
the positions are so new
that the rules have not yet

been written.

Accepting Complexities
The following three items appeared

in a single issue of the Wall Street Journal

(November 16, 1996):

1. Twenty-five percent of those on the
rise in high-tech companies lack “peo-
ple skills,” such as the ability to moti-
vate teams. Technical executives are 5
percent more likely than executives in
other industries to be poor leaders.

2. Michael Hammer, the guru of reengi-
neering, admitted that he and his co-
strategist, Jim Champion, forgot about
the people. He said, “I was reflecting
on my engineering background and
was insufficiently appreciative of the
human dimension.”

3.Even the experts wonder about the
impact of macroeconomic changes in
today’s world. “What seems like higher
instability may actually reflect the
greater number of jobs that younger
workers must hold before finding a
permanent one,” said Eddy Lee, chief
author of a report recently published
by the Geneva-based International
Labor Organization.

From these items one might conclude
that (1) ambiguity in the workplace,
especially in the technology-driven sec-
tors of the economy, will increase with
growth because of inadequate leader-
ship; (2) even the experts don’t know
how to deal with change in the work-
place—although they make a lot of

money consulting on it; and (3) the

experts can’t agree on what is really
changing.

Workplace Uncertainties

What happens when we're faced with
ambiguity in the workplace? Some of us
have to work in an authority vacuum,
with undefined responsibilities and
vague organizational structure. Some of
us are given heavy responsibility but little
actual authority (i.e., no budget or solid
line on the organization chart). Some
of us have responsibilities that cross
organizational boundaries, making us
vulnerable to interdepartmental prob-
lems. Many of us have too many top pri-
orities on our to-do list. And some of
our jobs may be nestled in the manage-
ment ranks, where the positions are so
new that the rules have not yet been
written.

If you're doing what no one else is
doing, how do you get feedback appro-
priate to your job? For that matter—and
for promotions—how do you measure
your value? And how do you communi-
cate your value to those who sign your
paycheck or invoice? Here’s a tough
one: When you have several equally
important projects with the same dead-
line, how do you prioritize?

Three Experts’ Examples

Pat Gabella is a chemical process engi-
neer who works for SEMI-SEMATECH, a
consortium of more than 200 semicon-
ductor industry suppliers. She tracks
more than 30 key suppliers of products
used in manufacturing semiconductors.

For the previous five years, Pat held a
similar position at Motorola in wafer
manufacturing strategic planning. She
essentially created her job, which was
broadly envisioned as a means of bring-
ing suppliers up to speed with
Motorola’s stringent long-term needs.
For more than 30 manufacturing groups
located around the world, she organized
and facilitated equipment teams, gath-
ered equipment wants and needs, and
translated these into Motorola’s future
plans. The job also entailed staying in
touch with vendors who might be able to
meet Motorola’s needs and educating
them on Motorola’s required level of
quality.

Pat determined the requirements for
video conferencing at each site and
communicated them to the sites. She
used personal visits, e-mail, and the tele-
phone to establish relationships with
the engineers at each site. Then she set
up a content-intensive agenda and stuck
to it. Because of the uniqueness of her
job, she had to develop new techniques
to measure her success—feedback from
the engineers to her superiors was
essential.

Steve Weikal of WeikalMedia has been
supplying the outsourcing needs of
high-technology businesses in Austin,
Texas, for more than 12 years. He con-
nects highly creative individuals with
companies that need to build informa-
tion management systems, develop pro-
duction processes, organize events, or
write proposals or video scripts.

Not long ago, a situation arose with a







