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Summary 

 
Introduction:  
 
The inevitabe of natural tensions in every organization. 
In every organization, people are brought together because they have a variety of skills needed to 
carry out a complex activity. However, this variety inevitably leads to natural tension and a fragments 
the organization into silos of specialized knowledge and activity. 
 
How do you resolve this tension? 
In understanding the formation of informal social networks, we can address the following 
questions that help resolves this "variety of people" tension: 
 
1. How do you ensure relevant information gets transferred between two parts of an organization that 
have different cultures? 
2. How do you encourage people from different working units competing for scarce corporate 
resources to work together? 
3. How do you see that there is more value in a cross-functional team? 
 
Structure of this article. 
Organizations were designed to ensure that people interact in ways necessary to get their jobs done. 
All kinds of work-related encounters and relationships reflects both formal and informal 
relationships. Informal relationships play a major role in the context of formal structures such as 
cross-functional team. 
 
In this article, it will discuss and offer insights on: 
- How informal social networks were formed, 
- The motivations behind our choices in choosing informal work-partners, 
- The benefits and drawbacks of this informal social network phenonemon, 
- The ways for managers to mitigate negative effects and leverage on positive ones from informal 
social networks. 
 

How we choose work partners: 
When given the choice of whom to work with, people will often pick one person over another for a 
number of reasons. For example, the prestige of being associated with a star performer or the hope of 
spending time with a strategically placed superior that might further their careers. 
 
However, in most cases, people choose their work partners according to two criteria: Competence at 
job and likability as a person. According to the auhors, both criteria matter but how much they 
matter and exactly how they matter. These two criteria - competence and likability, when combined, 
produced four archetypes(models of a personality or a person) to roughly classify people in an 
organization. 
 
1. The competent jerk who knows a lot but is unpleasant to deal with. 
2. The lovable fool who doesn't know much but is a delight to have around 
3. The lovable star who's both smart and likable. 
4. The incompetent jerk who's unpleasant to work with and knows little. 



 
 
No matter what kind of organization was studied by the authors, everybody wanted to work with a 
lovable star and nobody wants to work with an incompetent jerk. Personal feelings played a more 
important role in forming work relationships.  
 
When asked to choose between a competent jerk and a lovable fool, despite professional preferences, 
in practice, people used feelings as a gating factor ("filtering") => 
-If someone is strongly disliked, it's almost irrelevant whether or not she is competent; people won't 
want to work with her anyway. 
-If someone is liked, his colleagues will seek out every little bit of competence he has to offer. 
 
Generally speaking, a little extra likability goes a longer way than a little extra competence in making 
someone desirable to work with. Why is this so? 
 
People may rather forgo the opportunity to tap a competent jerk's knowledge and skills in order 
to avoid his negative attitudes and behaviors or may even shun a jerk just to deny him the satisfaction 
of lording his knowledge over them. 
 
Sometimes it can be difficult to pry the needed information(such as brainstorming sessions) from him 
simply because he is a jerk. And, in order to learn, you may have to reveal your vulnerabilities which 
may be difficult to do so with competent jerks. 
 
In contrast, the lovable fool may be more likely to freely share, although modest, whatever information 
or skills he has and without any intention of gaining advantage but help others to put his knowledge 
into use. 
 
 

Word of caution: The Likability bias. 
In as much as we usually choose a person to work with largely based on his likability, there are pros 
and cons to it. 
 
Sources of personal likability 
Likability is relative because our positive feelings can result from people's inherent attributes or from 
the situations we find ourselves in with them. According to social psychologists, we like people who 
are similar and familiar to us; people who reciprocate our positive feelings; and people who are 
inherently attractive either in their appearance or personality(cheerful, considerate, generous). 
 
Each of these sources of personal likability can contribute for the better or for the worse in forming an 
informal social network. 



 
For better 
 
Similarity and familiarity: 
- Similar and familiar values, ways of thinking and communication styles help projects flow smoothly 
and quickly. 
- You do not need to waste alot of time figuring out what to expect from your work partners or 
explaining what you mean every time you say something. 
- When we work with people who seem to like us, it can produce a virtuous circle where everyone is 
more open to new ideas, more willing to help and more trusting than usual. 
 
Attractivity: 
A similar positive environment can also be created if you work with someone with an attractive 
personality( generous or empathetic). This is because however modest or abundant his intellectual 
resources will be, you know you will have liberal access to it and you are likely to recipocate by freely 
sharing your knowledge. 
 
For worse 
 
Limited range of perspectives:  
This will cause the entire project team to miss the chance to integrate the fresh perspective that new 
players bring to a project. 
"A diverse collection of colleagues - whatever the tensions and misunderstandings that arise because 
of their differences - provides an array of perspectives that can lead to truly innovative approaches to 
accomplishing a task." (From article) 
 
Working with the same old group of work partners may also dampen debates and people will more 
likely to hesitate in challenging or rejecting a bad idea put forward by someone they know or like. 
 
Individuals that we like aren't necessarily the most suited ones to tackle the task at hand. The 
required expertise or knowledge may lie elsewhere, perhaps in someone who in fact doesn't like us 
that much or aren't as attractive to us. 
 
Familiarity breeds contempt: 
People may simply have a good time and get nothing done. Quality of a group's work can 
compromised due to complacency and too much familiarity in the team.  "If you keep hiring only 
people you like, you can kill a company." 
 

Leveraging on the power of liking while avoiding negative consequences 
After understand how likability affects how we choose work partners, the article offered three 
approaches to leverage on the power of liking while avoiding the negative consequences of biasness. 
First, where possible, manufacture liking in critical relationships. Second, carefully position universally 
likable people so they can bridge organizational divides. Third, work on the incompetent jerks. 
 
Caveat: 
The first tactic acknowledges that whether you like someone or not may depend on the situation. The 
second and third tactics acknowledge that being a jerk or being likable can be an intrinsic 
characteristic of a person, almost regardless of the situation. 
 
1. Manufacture Liking 
It is possible to foster positive feelings toward one another. 
 



a. Promote familiarity 
Research has shown that regular exposure to someone generally increase the comfort and pleasure 
of interaction. 
This can be done with  various ways: 
 
- Design office space such as mixing up people's work spaces or creating areas that foster informal, 
watercooler-style chats. 
   E.g Carefully designed pantry for easy access to everyone. 
 
-  Design processes that give people an opportunity simply to be acquainted to make them more 
comfortable with each other. 
    E.g All-office get-togethers on Friday afternoons. It can be more than culture or morale-building 
execises and can be used to manufacture liking 
    among people and thus makes it easier for them to share knowledge in future. 
 
b. Redefine similarity 
Similarities can be created where they might arise naturally. Imposing a shared identity by overriding 
natural differences between people may lead to increased cross-functional cooperation, both formal 
and informal. 
 
For example, you create a product management team that includes both marketers and researchers, 
(with prior natural differences) there is a chance their similar identities as "Product X people" may 
begin to feel stronger than their dissimilar identities as "marketing people" and "R&D people." 
 
c. Foster bonding 
Despite a redefinition of similarities and there are overly strong differences between groups of people, 
managers need stronger methods to promote positive feelings by taking an old concept: A situation 
that forces people to cooperate with one another. 
 
For example, two rival groups of boys were on board the same truck heading for the same destination. 
Half-way the trip, the truck broke down and all the boys worked together to push the truck up the 
steep hill. Over time, with such situations occuring, the hostility among them decreased tremendously 
as they reported these boys have a best friend in their rival group. 
 
However, managers have to be very careful in using this old concept because once the people feel 
these situations are manufactured, they lose their effectiveness. 
 
2. Leverage the Likable (Either lovable fools or lovable stars) 
One of the best ways to capitalize on their personal qualities is to have them play the role of "affective 
hubs"-people are liked by a disproportionate number of people, and can bridge gaps between diverse 
groups that might not otherwise interact. 
 
a. Identify them 
Managers should be attentive to pick out people who could play or is already playing the role of an 
'affective hub'. However, most managers aren't attuned to the emotion dimension of work to recognise 
such an individual. 
 
The article gave some suggestions to help managers identify such individuals. 
 
1. A 360-degree evaluation, which typically includes questions about how pleasant someone is to deal 
with. 
2. A more systematic approach is to perform a social network analysis with surveys whose questions 



are specifically designed to collect information on relationships between workers and on the structure 
of the network formed by those relationships. 
 
b. Protect them 
Even when affective hubs are identified and their value to the company is acknowledged, such soft or 
informal contributions may be deemed less important than more 
quantifiable ones. The truth is, in a downsizing period, these affective hubs with less-critical role in the 
organization often gets fired even though they possess very critical informal roles. Managers have to 
protect them by explaining and praising the critical informal roles they are playing for the organization. 
 
c. Position them strategically 
Such affective hubs should be placed in a position to link people from different parts of the 
organization might resist or never thought of collaborating with one another. 
Also, managers can select these lovables to communicate new ideas or organization-wide practices 
by recognising them as good evangelists for new ideas. 
 
3. Work on the Jerk 
An organization might miss the opportunity to tap onto the expertise of competent jerks because 
dealing with jerks is so unpleasant that  their colleagues simply can't be bothered with them. 
 
a. Reassess their contribution and act accordingly 
If the contributions of the competent jerk are significant, it's probably worth trying to turn him into a 
tolerated, even if not actively liked, star performer. 
 
Adjustment #1: Incentives 
Jerks who can be charming when they wish-but choose to do so only when convenient may respond 
to incentives. 
 
Adjustment #2: Coaching 
Managers could have adopted an aggressive coaching stance if the competent jerk is still loyal to the 
company. For example, scolding for bad behavior immediately after the fact, rather than waiting for a 
year-end performance review. Managers must be effective in explaining in detail how the behavior 
was self-defeating - information that a self-interested and ambitious individual is likely to take to 
heart. . 
 
b. Reposition 
If likable people can improve an organization when they operate in highly interdependent roles, 
competent jerks will probably do best when they work independently. Indeed, there is often a place for 
people who don't need to be liked as long as they get their jobs done, but this will be done at the 
expense of sacrificing organization-wide access to their expertise. 
 
Final word 
Simply being liked doesn't mean a person is valuable to an organization. 
E.g A lovable that people adore whose performance is continually disappointing will eventually lead to 
the point that his colleagues end up disliking 
him because he repeatedly lets them down. 
 

In leveraging the pros and cons of likability and competence, managers must learn how 
to build an environment in which people like one another: 
 
Creating situations that make liking people easy, 
By fostering those likable people who can play the role of an affective hub, 



By improving the behavior of competent jerks. 
 
All these thoughtful measures can help all employees work more happily and 
productively and encourage the formation of strong and smoothly functioning social 
networks (informal or formal). 
 

Application and thoughts 
 
Working with competent jerks? 
Although the article is targeting at the managerial level, but I feel that when dealing with incompetent 
jerks also depends on which archetype you are yourself. For example, if you are a lovable star 
employee, it wouldn't hurt you much to choose to work with a competent jerk because you have 
similar competency but your likability is a bonus and in this case, a competent jerk might actually find 
it pleasant to work with you. In any case, there is a rule to follow: "Relationship success is about 
winning the person, not winning the arguments." 
 

Leading the organization: You don't have to hold formal authority 
This article also reminded me that managerial authority not only comes with formal delegation of 
authority, authority can come informally. 
This is true when at times we see of leaders with formal authority but dare not command or direct his 
people whereas there are also leaders who directs and lead a group of people without formal 
authority. In this case, we should leverage on our likability to 'lead' or 'influence' our work 
partners positively. 
 

About fresh perspectives 
This article also made me think of why on Singapore's elections, there are always new faces featured 
by the incumbent PAP. 
Perhaps to have more diversity and fresh perspectives? If we keep working with the same group of 
people, we will hesitate to debate or to challenge a bad idea. This is in-line with the pragmatism 
stance of the government and to be pragmatic, the government needs different fresh 
perspectives. 
 

Cultural differences and the 4 archetypes? 
What wasn't mentioned is, can these 4 archetypes be applied regardless of cultural 
differences?  
In general, these 4 types can be seen in any organization but there is one thing we have to take note. 
Certain cultures and upbringing of an individual may prevent an employee in determining which 
archetype an employee might be. For example, a German employee is more articulative and a natural 
leader and thus can be seen as an incompetent jerk while a Vietnamese employee might often be 
biased as a lovable star at first impression. 
 

On the other hand, don't just blame on cultural differences 
As I have seen in the Hewlett Packard reading for week 7, we cannot just attribute a project failure 
to ethnic/cultural differences. We also have to look at the difference in disciplines. For example, the 
design function and the manufacturing function. In HP's case for Project Alex, the westerners were 
risk-takers in terms of design whereas the Singapore team is more concerned about the 
manufacturing. In this clash of disciplines along with other reasons, Project Alex failed. 


