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I said good-bye to an old friend today. We have been together for about 15 years and, even though time has taken its toll on my friend’s appearance, the lesson he taught me will never be forgotten. My old friend is a T-shirt that was given to me by a group of co-workers and our boss. It’s been worn frayed and the time has come to make drawer-space for more appropriate garments. It originated because of a group vacation trip that I was not able to attend. The back had a photograph of the entire team, except for me, basking in the sun on a sailboat in the Caribbean Sea. The front of the shirt had my name on it in bold black letters followed by the inscription: “The weather is here….wish you were beautiful”, obviously taken from the old Jimmy Buffett song by the same name. I had desperately wanted to be on that trip, a reward for our entire region based on outstanding performance for the year, but the twists and turns in life don’t always give us everything we want and this was one of those times. 

That old shirt never failed to get a response from people when I told them the story. Some folks laughed and some were incensed. “How could they be so insensitive?” one friend asked. After all, I had really wanted to go on that trip and it was devastating when the time came and I could not get away. Within a week or so, though, I had the shirt that I have worn thread-bare and cherished for a decade and a half; and the lesson is a pearl of wisdom that has served me well throughout the years. That lesson is simply this: relationship is the foundation for camaraderie and respect. Relationship is the glue that holds a team together and allows it to function efficiently with minimal friction. It renders support and forestalls offense. In this case, when I first saw the shirt, the message I immediately inferred was that I was being missed, they were thinking about me and they wanted to communicate that to me with a chuckle.

The relationship that I had with my boss and co-workers allowed me to receive the message in the spirit it was intended. That having been said, an absence of relationship might have caused me to become offended. In fact, a lack of relationship would probably have prevented them from even sending the shirt in the first place. How many times have you seen someone get hacked off over “miscommunication”? How many problems have you or your company had to deal with because of personality conflicts, hurt feelings and threatened egos. The common denominator in all of these is a lack of relationship. 

As I work with managers to develop a workplace environment that creates loyalty within the staff and remarkable service to the customer, the tools we use ultimately help foster relationships within the ranks. As relationship grows it nurtures trust. Trust is the cornerstone on which we can build our businesses, careers and lives. Whether your team is at work or at home, relationship is the safety harness that will allow you to accept people as they are and be accepted for who you are as well. Build strong relationships with the people in your life and watch the wheels of success start to turn for you. The weather is here; wish you were beautiful.
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