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The Power of Relationships 

By Susan Paul  

You’ve heard the adage “dig your well before you need it” which I’d loosely translate to “be prepared”. 

In the IT world, we spend a lot of time and energy preparing -- for backup and recovery, for testing, dry 

runs of system rollouts and so on. Why then, is it so hard to make the same investments in relationships 

to “be prepared” when we know we should?   

Too often I hear people say they feel that their work should stand on its own merits and they resist 

investing in developing the relationships they one day will need. I confess to having been there as well at 

one point in my career; however, two experiences convinced me otherwise. They both reference 

consulting firms; however, I strongly believe that the same experiences could have occurred in an 

internal IT organization or a software company.  

The first experience occurred when I ran a branch of a small consulting organization. We took on a high 

risk project which ran into difficulties.  I spent a lot of time with the project team, encouraging them and 

doing what I could to keep morale up, all the while thinking that the project would right itself.  I did not, 

however, spend much time with the client, letting the project status conversations happen through the 

project manager and sales rep. When the project did not right itself and, in fact, went seriously downhill, 

the only acceptable path forward financially for me, was to engage the client in a negotiation of how 

much more they would pay to finish the project. I went into a meeting with the client CIO having met 

him only once before briefly.   

Predictably, it was a difficult conversation and although I achieved my financial goal, it came at a high 

cost.  The company was very unhappy with us and let it be known to everyone they could for years after.  

We lost credibility in the market.  We lost employees who burnt out and the amount of effort spent on 

project recovery took time away from many other pursuits. A relationship with the CIO would not likely 

have averted the project issues, but it would have provided opportunity to surface issues before they 

became a do or die conversation.   

The second experience, which came later in my career, was a large project with a high profile client, 

whose CIO felt he was under the gun to upgrade a system, even though a competitor who was going 

through a similar project, at about the same time, was having well publicized difficulties that he 

repeatedly told us he didn’t want to emulate.   

This time, I made sure I was with the sales rep and the project manager at all steering committee and 

stage gate meetings. The project hit the usual snags and at each one the CIO asked if I was confident 

we’d be successful.  Because I’d invested the effort to build a relationship, when we did hit a real bump, 

the CIO and I were able to work through it.  The discussions were sometimes tense, because the stakes 

were high, but there was a give and take that was absent in the first experience. We successfully 

completed the project and gained a reference story.  
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I wasn’t the reason the one project succeeded and the other didn’t; however, I strongly believe that if I 

had been prepared by building a relationship with the first CIO before issues arose, the cost in people, 

time and opportunity lost would have been substantially lower. We thought we were doing good work 

in both cases, however, having a relationship allowed us to hit bumps and recover.  Not having one 

meant we had no chance to recover and the pain was a hard lesson learned, but I am now much more 

intentional in relationship building. 
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