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Relationships	
Introduction 
There is likely nothing more important for a satisfying life than relationships.  Yes, I recognize there are 
those that thrive on solitude and it is not my intent to denigrate that style of life.  But, for the vast 
majority of us, relationships are important. 

I suspect that what first comes to mind when we are talking about relationships are those with people 
(personal relationships). 

Healthy relationships are a vital component of health and wellbeing. There is compelling 
evidence that strong relationships contribute to a long, healthy, and happy life. Conversely, the 
health risks from being alone or isolated in one's life are comparable to the risks associated with 
cigarette smoking, blood pressure, and obesity (“Why Personal Relationships Are Important,” 
n.d.). 

However, in my view, relationships are more inclusive than just people. 

 
Figure 1 Relationships 

The remainder of this paper takes up these relationships and explores notions of values and relationship 
management. 

 
Figure 2 A Relationship Model 
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Figure 2 is a model that is the basis for what follows. 

You can make a statement of the current value of a particular relationship.  Sometimes this can be 
quantified.  For example, the cost of your education may be paid by a benefactor and the value in that 
relationship may be approximated by the cost.  In other cases, the value of the relationship may be much 
more subjective.  For example, “I just like being around him (or her).”  Happiness is not to be squandered 
as a measure of value. 

Future value of a relationship is likely to be different from the current value. There was a time when I was 
a prolific drinker of coffee.  That is no longer the case.  Coffee has lost much of its appeal. 

You move from the current to future value through a process which I have labeled here “Managing 
Relationships.”  At times you manage the process.  Isn’t that what education is all about?  And aren’t you 
responsible for managing that process?  At other times it is managed for you.  Being on some level of 
academic probation is an example here. 

Finally, you will likely need to trade-off one relationship with another as you seek balance or to maximize 
the overall value of your relationships.  On a Friday night you could either go out with your friends or 
study.  Which will it be?  By the way, this trade-off has a temporal dimension to it in that you may also 
need to consider current and future value. 

Managing relationships – developing, sustaining, terminating – is perhaps the most critical skill one can 
develop.  By the way, I write this not as an expert or anyone that has had extensive formal training in 
relationships (e.g., sociologist, psychologist), but as one with a fairly extensive set of experiences over a 
fairly long period of time trying to be successful at what I have been asked and chosen to do. 

People 
“Know what you know, know what you don't know, and know who knows what you don't know”. (James 
Drogan, n.d.) 

When you pick up the phone to call someone who knows what you don’t know, you would like them to 
take the call.  The likelihood of that happening is increased if you have an established relationship with 
that person.  You can’t wait until you need the relationship to create the relationship.  Relationships are 
developed over time.  You may never need the relationship just as you may never need insurance. 

I’ve had a long career in business and higher education and it has taught me the value of relationships.   
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For example, in business I found it important to have a relationship with three people. 

1. The person who controls time.  This is almost always the executive assistant, not the 
executive.1 
 

 
Figure 3 Executive Assistant 

You want the executive assistant to secure the access you need.  And yes, you need to have a 
relationship with the executive. 

2. The person who controls the money.2 
 

 
Figure 4 CFO 

This is always the chief financial officer or the equivalent.  You generally need resources to get 
things done and the most fundamental of these is money. 

  

 
1  http://www.gwp.org/en/gwp-in-action/News-and-Activities/Water-security-is-becoming-a-real-issue/ 

2  http://www.charterworld.com/news/dieter-royal-cfo-tognum/dieter-royal-new-cfo-at-tognum 
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3. The person who controls access.3 
 

 
Figure 5 Guard 

Yes, you will have to scan your badge.  Yes, you will need to sign in.  But all goes easier when you 
have a relationship with the guard.  I’ve also found that they can tell you a lot about the 
organization you’re dealing with. 

And yes, I had relationships with many more people in the business world than just the three I mentioned 

And then there are all your relationships with other people; family, close friends, business associates et. 
al. 

 
Figure 6 Jim's Private E-Mail Relationships (“Immersion: a people-centric view of your email life,” n.d.) 

Figure 6 is an example of a network of relationships drawn from my private e-mail from March 2007 
through May 2014.  The area of the circle represents the volume of e-mail communication by each of the 

 
3 http://expertiseps.com/services-2/ 
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87 collaborators.  The clustering represents the affinity of the collaborators for each other.  The lines 
represent relationships.  The cluster to the upper right represents my family and personal friends; the 
cluster to the lower right represents my associates in higher education; the two clusters to the upper left 
represent a group of professional relationships; the colors differentiate between clusters. 

This network analysis is a powerful tool that can provide you insight into relationships.   

Let me comment, in passing, that this does not represent the bulk of my electronic communication.  Nor, 
of course, does this represent the totality of my relationships with people. 

Relationships are with individuals and groups, and are managed over time using a variety of means.  
Sometimes these relationships are unidirectional such as when someone follows your blog or twitter 
stream.  You may not even know of these relationships.  This suggests that it might be wise to consider 
carefully what you put on social media. 

 
Figure 7 Relationship Management Space 

Your management of relationships can be imagined as taking place in three dimensions.  You constantly 
adjust the groups and means over time as a function of the intended outcome.  For example, there are 
times when rather than communicate by e-mail I will make the effort to communicate face-to-face for I 
wish no misunderstanding of the message. 

My experience is that relationship management takes a fair amount of time and should never be taken for 
granted. 

From the circumstances of my position I was often thrown into the society of horseracers, 
cardplayers, Foxhunters, scientific and professional men, and of dignified men; and many a time I 
asked myself, in the enthusiastic moment of the death of a fox, the victory of a favorite horse, 
the issue of a question eloquently argued at the bar or in the great Council of a nation, well, 
which of these kinds of reputation should I prefer? That of a horse jockey? A foxhunter? An 
orator? Or the honest advocate of my country’s rights? 

Thomas Jefferson, letter to Thomas Jefferson Randolph (Grandson), November 24, 1808 (Groves, 
2011).  

You are known, in part, by the company you keep and the company you keep tells much about your 
character. 

And as long as I mentioned character, what is it anyway? 

Google defines it this way. 
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Figure 8 Google "define character" 

I’ve heard it defined as. “Character is who you are when no one is around.”  Of course, in a world 
characterized by being, “Always on, always connected, always transacting,” (J. Drogan, 2004) it is 
increasingly difficult to find yourself in such a position. 

I see character, particularly integrity, as the bedrock upon which one’s success rests. 

Places 
Many of us, like Thoreau at Walden Pond,4 have places that are special to us. 

 
Figure 9 Walden Pond 

In my case, it’s the garden at my house.  I’m not a particularly good gardener, but I find it relaxing to work 
in the garden.  I also find that I am drawn to the Cathedral of St. John the Divine in Manhattan. 

 
4  http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Walden_Pond#mediaviewer/File:Walden_Pond_shoreline_in_fall_%28Massachusetts%29.jpg 
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And, of course, we may have places that are especially foreboding and to which we would not like to 
return under any set of circumstances.  We avoid these places. 

And then there are the places we are drawn to which, if we are rational, we know are not good for us.  
But they hold a special fascination for us and, at times, we let the fascination trump good judgment.  I 
grew up in small, rural town, population 1,500, in the middle of Illinois.  Everyone knew everyone.  If, as a 
kid, I was somewhere I shouldn’t have been, it was pretty certain that my mother would know about it by 
the time I got home.  There was a reason she kept a yardstick behind the back door of the house. 

You are known by the places you frequent just as you are known by the company you keep. 

Things 
I’m somewhat hesitant to use this next picture, but I think it raises our consciousness on that which is 
important to a satisfying life. 

 
Figure 10 People and Things5 

I sense that in the competition for our time things are beginning to win. 

Michael says, "Once the systems are down all we can do is wait until they are started back up."  I 
don't know about all of you, but I often find a moment of peace when this happens.  
 
I was travelling for work today and was driving through the Adirondack Mountains in Upstate 
New York. I spent about an hour without cell phone coverage. My employees need to regularly 
reach me by phone on and off through the day, but for the most part it is not a huge emergency if 
they cannot reach me for a limited time. I actually had time to think about what I wanted to think 
about, whether it be how beautiful the tops of the mountains looked with snow, or to formulate 
priorities for when I reached my office.  
 
Of course when I popped back up I had phone messages, and then a period of time where there 
was much phone activity to get caught up. This still may qualify as a failure of technology, with a 
recovery period, but it is limited and planned. The system still moved forward, even if there were 
slight delays in answering a specific inquiry.  

 
5  https://www.facebook.com/enhancegeneralknowledge?ref=stream 
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I guess my point in all this is, sometimes a technology "failure" need not be a "bad" thing, and 
further it might not be so horrible to take back control of the technology, at least in limited doses. 
You don't continuously have to have access to the internet at night when you go to sleep. You can 
shut off your cell phone once in a while when you go to lunch, or if you are in an important 
conversation or meeting and want to control the amount of distractions that may come up. As 
with other aspects of life, balance is always important' (James Drogan, 2009a). 

I appreciate that there are things important to us; absolutely indispensible.  To the commuter student it 
may his or her automobile; or a MetroCard; or something else that is critical to getting from here to there.  
I drive to Maritime and thus my automobile is important. 

We need to continually give some thought to essential, truly essential, things.  We need to understand the 
difference between needs and wants.  It’s our understanding of this difference and willingness to make a 
decision in favor of this understanding that is a cornerstone for success. 

Paradoxically, perhaps, success prompts us to shift our emphasis from needs to wants. 

Do you really need that new smart phone or should you purchase textbooks? 

And, you are also known by…the things you keep. 

Ideas 
Ideas emerge from the culture in which we find ourselves.  For example, the ideas that emerge from the 
culture in Virginia, IL, where I was raised, are likely to be substantially different than the ideas that 
emerge from the South Bronx.  The ideas emerging from a culture identified as having a strong Gender 
Differentiation are likely to be different than those emerging from a culture marked by a weak Gender 
Differentiation.   

These ideas tend to get tagged – Tea Party, Democrat; Yankee, Red Sox; Islam, Buddhism.  There is a 
danger in the tagging, of course.   Tagging connotes generalization.  The USA is a tag for 50 states, all of 
which seem to be very different at the state level.  The point here is the generalization obscures the 
important details.  Difference is made in the details, not in the generalization.  

Nevertheless, we get tagged and we tag.  Part of the impetus comes from the ideas we hold. 

Holdings ideas is natural and important, especially if they are aligned with your set of values.  You need to 
stand for something.6  And it’s good to be a strong proponent of your ideas and values.  However, please 
be reminded of: 

• “A fanatic is one who can't change his mind and won't change the subject” Sir Winston Churchill. 

• “When the facts change, I change my mind. What do you do, sir?” John Maynard Keynes. 

Success, in my view, is very much about the search for better ideas; better ways to do things.  After all: 

• “If you continue to think what you have always thought you will get less and less of what you 
always got.” 

• “Old dogs that don't learn new tricks end up dead dogs” (James Drogan, n.d.) 

Education is about acquiring the knowledge, skills, experiences, attitudes, and behavior that allows you to 
pursue new ideas, and it is not one pass through K-12, undergraduate, graduate, and maybe doctorate 
and then you’re done.  Once you learn to learn you should never stop learning.  I, as an example, began 
my graduate studies at the age of 67. 

 
6  It is possible, I suppose, to stand for nothing.  First of all, imagine life if you stand for nothing.  Second of all, standing for nothing 

is still making a decision and taking a stand.  Look at the definition of Know Nothings in Google. 
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Let me close with the following (McFadden, 2010, Chapter 1). 

Beware when the great God lets loose a thinker on this planet. Then all things are at risk. — 
Emerson 

I do not know how to teach philosophy without becoming a disturber of the peace. — Baruch 
Spinoza 

There are two powers in the world, the sword and the mind. In the long run, the sword is always 
beaten by the mind. — Napoleon 

What I understand by “philosopher”: a terrible explosive in the presence of which everything is in 
danger. — Friedrich Nietzsche 

Self 
I’m the last person I see in the evening and the first person I see in the morning.  I need to be comfortable 
with who I am. 

As writer and photographer Susannah Conway said, “Your relationship with yourself is the 
foundation of everything.” 

… 

Having a good relationship with yourself improves your relationships with others.  Conway 
compared it to the safety instructions on airplanes:  Put on your oxygen mask before putting it 
on anyone else, even a child (Tartakovsky MS, n.d.). 

A key to developing a good relationship with yourself is introspection. 

Introspection is not self-doubt or insecurity, but rather a desire to assure you have done all you 
can do to fulfill an obligation that has been placed on you. 

Introspection is about learning. What worked? Where did I get stuck? What will I do differently 
next time?  

Introspection is about making yourself more valuable (James Drogan, 2009b).   

I try to find a bit of time – sometimes short, sometimes long – every day for introspection.  At times it may 
be a brief bit of time between meetings or other tasks; sometimes it’s long walks around the campus (it’s 
hard to be interrupted when you’re doing something like this.   
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But this is my favorite spot. 

 
Figure 11 The Deck 

Introspection requires a quiet time to be with your own thoughts.  The deck is my favorite spot, especially 
in the nice weather and in the early evening when the work for the day is more-or-less finished.  No 
technology, nothing upon which to take notes, just me, thinking about whatever happens to pop into my 
mind. 

I find it healthy and I commend it to you. 

So, in the end, you are most known by you. 

Coda 
There is, in my experience which might seem evident throughout this note, a constant need to assess the 
balance between relationships, looking for what is right for the time and place. 

 
Figure 12 Relationships 
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Figure 12 is an arbitrary relationship between you and the five other relationship sets I mentioned.  There 
are three dimensions in this figure that need elaboration. 

1. The size of the circle is the number of objects in the set. 

2. The width of connecting the center (you) to the set is a measure of the number of interactions 
you have with the set. 

3. The distance between two circles connected by a line is a measure of the attraction between the 
two sets. 

There is nothing mathematical about this; it’s all quite arbitrary and is only intended as a way to think 
about relationships. 

For example, suppose you were examining the people set and determined that you were substantially 
more attracted to your friends from high school and had more interaction with them than your current 
teachers and fellow students.  And, by the way, you weren’t doing to well in your grades.  This might 
suggest that you need to examine your relationships. 

Your set of relationships is, I would suggest, the foundation upon which success is built.  One way of 
looking at success is to think in terms of roles, responsibilities, risks, and rewards (James Drogan, 2014).  
The definition of success when viewed in these terms is quite likely to change during the course of your 
career.  If that’s true, then the relationships will need to be adjusted. 

 
Figure 13 My Life So Far 

Consider Figure 13.  It is evident that my roles, responsibilities, risks, and rewards have changed through 
the four major phases of my life and will change again when I finally retire.  My relationships have 
certainly changed over that time.  I’ve no contact with anyone I went to high school with except for my 
wife (she was one year behind me); no contacts with any of my classmates during my college days at 
Southern Illinois University; and few contacts, and those are mostly with former customers, from my 
career at IBM.  Relationships in higher education, particularly with students, are constantly in a state of 
flux. 

Hence, I’m constantly managing the relationships. 

James Drogan 
July 3, 2014 
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