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Assistant Professor
Martha Hoffman Goedert,
of the University of Nebraska’s Department of Health Promotion Social and 
Behavioral Health has attributed the African proverb to three colleagues 
from the Dodoma Region of Tanzania. Were they the first to use the phrase? 
Assuming it is a proverb, probably not, but consider it’s meaning in the
context of business and managing your professional relationships with your context of business and managing your professional relationships with your 
customers, suppliers, and internal/external business partners.

It’s not a secret. In fact, it likely qualifies as a universal constant – no matter 
the endeavor, human relationships are foundational to success. The grander 
the aspiration, the more complex the challenge, the more critical
collaboration will be. It seems like this should be obvious, but let’s take it a 
step further.

After 35 years of service, as an Operations Officer in the CIA and as an After 35 years of service, as an Operations Officer in the CIA and as an 
Army officer serving in both conventional and special operations
assignments, I would suggest that professional relationships, and your
ability to manage them, will determine if you succeed or fail.

It really is that simple.



But do we really understand what sets the conditions for professional
relationships? Do we really understand what our individual role is in such
relationships and what we can do to deliberately influence the outcome?

In business, we frequently strive to achieve what has been described as the 
status of trusted partner. We discuss concepts such as striving to shed
behaviors and fears that sabotage loyalty of our customers, suppliers, and behaviors and fears that sabotage loyalty of our customers, suppliers, and 
internal partners.

This article is not
meant to counter
those ideas. Rather,
what we will discuss
here is simply another
way of looking at your professional way of looking at your professional 
engagements – understanding the 
human terrain and focusing our efforts 
on actively solidifying our professional
relationships.

What we are striving for is to
understand our professional
counterparts, not merely as business counterparts, not merely as business 
entities, but as human beings. What 
do they value? What are their
motivations? Ultimately, when we truly 
understand their motivations and can 
channel our efforts to those desires, 
we can forge deeper, stronger
relationships with them.relationships with them.

Throughout this article, I will use the 
term counterpart as a general term to 
refer to customers, suppliers, and
internal/external business partners. 

Let’s get started.



The first step in any journey is to understand where you are, before you plan 
the route to your destination. Relationship management is no different.

Human terrain is challenging, but that is the space we are operating in, and 
there is far more going on than most of us truly understand, and it can and 
will directly influence your efforts. To understand this, we need to go
granular, because the granularity of human terrain has more impact on
professional relationships than we realize.

To make this point, consider what Simon Sinek refers to as the Circle of To make this point, consider what Simon Sinek refers to as the Circle of 
Trust. More than a mere theoretical construct postulating that early humans 
banded together for the purpose of safety; the idea is grounded in hard
science. The Circle is the combination of the hormones dopamine, oxytocin,
serotonin, and endorphins. Dopamine is a type of neurotransmitter and
hormone that is tied to memory, pleasure, and motivation. Oxytocin,
sometimes referred to as the “cuddle or love hormone” plays a significant sometimes referred to as the “cuddle or love hormone” plays a significant 
role in human bonding as it promotes feelings of trust and motivates the
individual to build and sustain relationships. Serotonin promotes feelings of 
significance or importance among peers. Endorphins release a brief
euphoria to mask physical pain and is a response to stress that alleviates 
anxiety and depression. Sinek suggests that when these hormones are 
present and in balance, it sets the conditions necessary to establish trust.

UNDERSTANDING
THE TERRAIN



While this may be the case, how often are we as modern humans in a
situation where these hormones are present and in balance? Not as
frequently as we would like. The why boils down to another hormone;
cortisol. Often referred to as the stress hormone, cortisol is foundational to cortisol. Often referred to as the stress hormone, cortisol is foundational to 
how we as humans respond to stress. It initiates the fight-or-flight response 
and proceeds the release of adrenaline that facilitates our ability to fight or 
run for our lives. In early humans, it served a critical function that was
typically of short duration.

Unfortunately, in modern humans, the prolonged presence of cortisol can Unfortunately, in modern humans, the prolonged presence of cortisol can 
have profound negative impacts. Sustained high levels of cortisol increases 
blood pressure, shuts down digestion, raises blood sugar, suppresses
thyroid function, impairs the immune system – all of which lead to long-term 
health consequences. More to the point of this discussion, it disrupts the 
balance of the Circle, negatively impacting the conditions necessary to
establish trust.



All very interesting, but what does this have 
to do with professional relationship
management?

Very simply, when was the last time your 
business handled a project that didn’t 
matter? That failure was a viable option and
hundreds of thousands, if not millions of 
dollars (or more) where not in play?dollars (or more) where not in play?

You don’t need to be chased by a lion or be 
a soldier in combat for your body to produce 
unhealthy levels of cortisol. Executives and 
managers live in that world, and it directly 
impacts the conditions necessary to
establish trust with your counterparts.

What can you do about it? Sadly, only so much beyond delivering value at 
every opportunity, but that is not the point of this article. At this point, it’s 
merely about understanding the environment and understanding your
counterpart’s situation.



“That wall is the stuff in your head – cognitive biases 
and cultural givens – the framework and filters
through which you make sense of the world.”



Now, consider politics as an ideology by which one believes the power of 
the State should be employed. How many people have divergently different 
political views than their parents? Many, but the key here is how one’s
political beliefs are frequently shaped by the political beliefs of their parents, 
either by mirroring or rejecting. 

To that end, if one’s faith system is largely determined by the country,
culture, and family one is born into, then one’s political ideology is frequently culture, and family one is born into, then one’s political ideology is frequently 
influenced by the same randomness.

The point here is not to debate politics or religion. Rather, it is to highlight 
that your foundational truths, how you see and make sense of the world, 
may not be shared by your counterpart. That’s fine.

The first step to ensuring that the stuff in your head does not negate your 
ability to connect with and understand your counterpart as another human 
being is simply understanding that your foundational truths exist and may 
not be the same for your counterpart – be it a customer, supplier, or partner.



EMPATHY
Of the three touchpoints on our path – empathy, rapport, and trust –
empathy and your ability to employ it is solely on your shoulders. Rapport 
and trust are binary efforts that involve the active participation of the coun-
terpart. Empathy is all on you.

So, what is empathy? Let’s start with this – it is not sympathy. Empathy is 
the identification with and understanding of another’s situation, feelings, and 
motives. The more granular, the better. Sympathy is something similar, but 
distinctly different. Sympathy is a relationship or affinity between people or
things in which whatever affects one correspondingly affects the other.
Perhaps you’ve heard the expression; I am empathetic to his/her situation, Perhaps you’ve heard the expression; I am empathetic to his/her situation, 
but I am not sympathetic. It means that one understands the situation of the 
other but is not emotionally affected by the circumstance.

Unfortunately, we frequently confuse the two concepts, and empathy – 
much like common sense – is less than common. In some cases, it can
be considered a superpower.

Consider the Cuban Missile Crisis.

In October 1962, leaders of the United StatesIn October 1962, leaders of the United States
and the Soviet Union engaged in a tense,
13-day political and military standoff over the
installation of nuclear-armed Soviet
missiles in Cuba, 90 miles from
the U.S. When President Kennedy
learned of the situation on 16
October, he immediately called togetherOctober, he immediately called together
his executive committee. 



Responding to the public and bombastic rhetoric of Soviet leader Nikita 
Khrushchev, the majority of the executive committee pressed Kennedy for a 
military response. Ambassador Tommy Thompson had a different
perspective.

Separate from the aggressive, public communication, Khrushchev had also Separate from the aggressive, public communication, Khrushchev had also 
sent a softer message through back channels that appealed to Kennedy to 
give him time to find an alternate path to avoid armed conflict. Initially, 
Khrushchev offered to remove the missiles in exchange for a promise that 
U.S. forces would not invade Cuba. Later, Khrushchev proposed
dismantling its missiles if U.S. missile installations were removed from 
Turkey.

Kennedy, as wellKennedy, as well
as most of his
advisors listened
to the public
communication.

Thompson
heard the 
softer message.softer message.

Thompson knew Khrushchev from his time as the Ambassador to the Soviet 
Union. On many occasions, the two men and their wives had spent
weekends and short vacations together. Thompson understood the situation 
that Khrushchev was in politically – and personally – and urged President 
Kennedy to listen to the softer message. From Thompson’s perspective, 
knowing Khrushchev, he better understood the political and personal conflict 
the Soviet leader was struggling to manage. 

Thompson had empathy for his adversary which led to a deeper Thompson had empathy for his adversary which led to a deeper 
understanding of the situation. That is the power of empathy.

The Cuban Missile Crisis can be seen as a 
moment when empathy saved the world. 



RAPPORTY.

Rapport is sometimes described as a 
magical elixir that facilitates trust and 
harmony. That is one definition.

A better way to consider rapport, is to 
think of it as currency – an accumulation 
of harmonious credit that facilitates 
closer professional and personal
connections. It is the residual effect of connections. It is the residual effect of 
your interactions with another human 
being –  demonstrating that you value 
them. 

The more positive
interactions one has with interactions one has with 
another – both in quality 
and quantity – the more 
credit one has in their 
‘rapport bank’.

RAPPORT

Bottom line: the greater the amount of credit in your rapport bank, the more 
likely you will be successful in understanding the motivations of your
counterpart.

Does rapport ensure the development of trust with your counterpart? No. 
But it is a link in the chain, and it certainly helps. Think about it; it’s easier to 
develop trust with someone what you have a degree of harmony with, with 
who you can communicate openly, than with someone you don’t.

So how do you build up credit in your rapport bank?So how do you build up credit in your rapport bank?

It takes time. Here are a few tips that go a long way to building rapport.



RAPPORTY.

Remembering people’s names and faces demonstrates attentiveness 
and an interest in who they are.

Relating to others by identifying shared experiences, traits, or opinions 
helps find common ground.  This type of empathy is an important tool for 
connecting as it demonstrates an understanding of their feelings and
experiences.

Giving your full attention when someone else is speaking encourages 
openness and honesty. It leads to a conversational atmosphere and pro-
motes effective communication. If someone else believes you are hear-
ing them, they will be likely to listen to you in return.

Meaningful questions demonstrate that you are interested in the other’s 
point of view. It demonstrates that you are listening and want to know 
more.

Pay attention to nonverbal cues. When someone is speaking to you, 
face them, make comfortable eye contact, and mirror expressions as 
they speak. This demonstrates that you are interested in them, what 
they have to say, and their feelings. Be wary of body language that
signals disinterest.

Withhold criticism and only share advice or information if they request it.  
When / if you offer critique, emphasize positivity and facilitate openness.

1. Remember Names

5. Body Language

3. Active Listening

4. Meaningful Questions

2. Commonalities 

6. Reserve Judgment



TRUST

In Stephen M. R. Covey’s The Speed of Trust, he describes trust as the 
“one thing that changes everything” and asserts that it is “the most 
overlooked, misunderstood, underutilized asset to enable performance. Its 
impact, for good or bad, is dramatic and pervasive. It’s something you can’t 
escape.” It is a powerful book; one every businessperson should read.

If we move forward with an understanding of the value of trust, the question 
then becomes, how do we achieve trust? How do we actively and
deliberately strive to build trust?deliberately strive to build trust?

Covey proposes that the building of trust is predicated on two factors:
character and competency. He describes character as qualities, such as
 integrity, honesty, and openness, but takes it a step further and suggest that 
these qualities can take time to manifest. He then describes competency as 
actions that provide immediate value and impact, such as results and 
qualifications.

His point here is that trust is ultimately built on a combination of both factors, His point here is that trust is ultimately built on a combination of both factors, 
but it is important to lead with what will provide concrete, immediate
deliverables, and follow-through with how one is perceived. The key here is 
that competency – deliverables and the ability to provide them in the short 
term – translates to real value. Put another way; if you need a surgeon, you 
need a surgeon, not a general practitioner. 



Conversely, character can take time to manifest. We’ve all met people who 
turned out to be something other than what we initially thought they were, 
and we’re not merely speaking of those who fall short, but those who rise to 
the occasion beyond our expectations.

Covey also offers a word of warning. We can fall short in competency.  We Covey also offers a word of warning. We can fall short in competency.  We 
can never fall short in character. At some point, we will all reach the limit of 
our competency. That is normal, natural, and our competency is expanded 
and increased through training and experience. Conversely, we can never 
fall short in character. It is challenging, and in most cases, impossible to
recover from.   

This is the goal of the path. Leveraging your empathy, developing
rapport, and building trust – all of it takes you to the purpose of this journey.  
Understanding your counterpart’s motivations as an individual human being.  
It’s not about the deal, the SOW, the ROI, the contract, or the goals of the 
project. Those are important, but this is different. This is how you develop a 
long-term relationship with your counterpart – by understanding their
motivations and aligning your actions to allow them to achieve their goals.motivations and aligning your actions to allow them to achieve their goals.

UNDERSTANDING WHAT 
MOTIVATES YOUR COUNTERPART.



This is where we take a few pages from the Intelligence Officer’s playbook.
When Intelligence Officers ask someone to enter into a clandestine
relationship with the United States Government, those human sources are 
frequently asked to do things that are not in their best interest. Prevent a 
rouge state from acquiring fissionable material for a nuclear weapon?  
Great. Prevent a looming war? Even better. But the reality is that 
espionage is illegal – no matter the nobility of the effort – and there is a high espionage is illegal – no matter the nobility of the effort – and there is a high 
cost for failure.

Wait, what does this have to do with business?

Everything. In intelligence, we recruit human sources based on their
motivations.

Just as in Intelligence, in business we get to the motivations of our
counterparts over time, by demonstrating empathy, building rapport and 
trust. The key is to understand our counterpart, not merely as a business 
entity, a cog in the wheel of an economic engine, but as a human being. We 
need to understand them on a more granular level. What is important to 
them? What do they value? What makes them tick? How can I, as a
professional counterpart, help them achieve those goals?professional counterpart, help them achieve those goals?

Humans are motivated by a variety of factors. Sometimes it is ego,
sometimes retribution, and frequently money. But as we say in the
intelligence business – peel the onion.  

Why do they want money?  



What does your counterpart value?

Success? Accomplishment? To support their family? Provide an education 
for their child or eldercare for their parents?

Consider Larry (a fictional business partner). He is conservative in his Consider Larry (a fictional business partner). He is conservative in his 
values and a practicing Catholic. He and his wife have four children: two 
sets of twins. Two sets of female twins. Not only will Larry need to fund four 
college educations, but he will also need to fund two college educations at 
the same time, twice. Further, based on his belief system and culture, he will 
likely need to fund (or at least contribute significantly to) up to four
weddings at some point in the future.

Larry’s professional success, measured by the EVM metric of money, has a Larry’s professional success, measured by the EVM metric of money, has a 
direct impact on his ability to support his family in the manner he desires to.  
Larry has real “skin in the game”. Understanding Larry’s motivations, what 
he truly values and helping him realize those goals will go a long way to
solidifying a long-term professional relationship between you and Larry, and 
between your firm and his.



Relationships, personal or professional, take work. This is not for the faint of 
heart. Connecting with and getting to understand another human being at a 
granular level requires patience, time, and commitment.

If you don’t care about your business counterpart, if you are merely
transactional, they will know. I assure you, there are plenty of transactional 
businesspeople out there – and you are likely familiar with the names of 
their firms.

Be a different kind of business professional. Go the extra mile to connect Be a different kind of business professional. Go the extra mile to connect 
with your counterpart. Think beyond your current efforts and strive for a 
long-term relationship with not merely the other company, but with the
counterpart as an individual.

It will make a world of difference.

All statements of fact, opinion, or analysis expressed are those of the author and do not
reflect the official positions or views of the U.S. Government.  Nothing in the contents should 
be construed as asserting or implying U.S. Government authentication of information or
endorsement of the author’s views.




