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Reading the Tea Leaves as a Means to Get Things Done 

By Susan Paul  

I always find it interesting to observe how organizations change their structures and how often 

many people don’t see it coming.  Many times we are consciously trying to keep our head down 

and stay out of politics as much as possible. While that certainly is a strategy, you risk being at 

the mercy of things you could influence.  

 

I’ve found that there are people who find politics and influence to be “bad” words. The actions 

they imply are associated with a lack of integrity or feel wrong.  An example of this – when there 

is a job opening you are interested in, is it wrong to ask the hiring manager to lunch to talk about 

what value you think you’d bring to the role.  Usually, most people don’t find this to be “bad” 

behavior although they acknowledge that it is trying to influence a decision.   

 

Extrapolating this up to an organization change, it is rare that an organization will undergo 

change without a driver.  It simply causes too much angst and decreased productivity to change 

for the sake of change.  So what cues should you be watching for that might indicate an 

organization change is likely to happen and impact your work or your team?  

 

Start by looking for areas where there is a high degree of frustration among teams who feel they 

can’t accomplish their jobs.  Perhaps they don’t understand their role, parts of their 

responsibilities are duplicated elsewhere in the organization.  There may be a high degree of 

turnover in particular roles, business partners complaining that IT isn’t delivering or a manager 

doesn’t seem to provide his or her team any time.  While these frustrations are an everyday 

occurrence, they usually stay at some relatively stable decibel level.  When the volume seems to 

have amped up and there is no obvious onetime event, such as a product release or a large 

customer being on boarded, it is time to consider whether the organization structure no longer 

fits the activities at hand.  Then consider how you are likely to be impacted and how and whether 

you want to be pro-active about influencing it.  

 

Easier examples are with large re-organizations as they tend to offer more opportunity –  

 

An extreme example to make my point:  I recently traveled to a remote part of China where they 

spoke very little English and I speak no Chinese. Trying to buy fruit from a vendor, I wanted to 

know how much a small amount would cost. The first time I asked, the vendor answered me in 

Chinese.  So I asked again, a bit louder, in English.  I got a louder Chinese answer.  After the 

third round in which we were loudly not communicating, I finally thought to pull out a piece of 

Chinese currency thinking I could get him to tell me, using fingers, how much a small amount 

would cost.  Instead he took the amount I held out and gave me some fruit, which didn’t seem 

like enough.  But having no way to complain, I walked away feeling cheated and the vendor 

probably validated his impression of westerners not having any idea of the value of money.   
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