PAGE  

[image: image1.png]m
repreneurship
ducation

RUM









A Chancellor’s Lesson in Gum:
“Stick” With Humor!

Storyline by Kara Covert
Situation

The fall of 1995 brought a new Chancellor to Washington University in St. Louis.  Following a twenty-five year presidential tenure from William Danforth, the campus sought a progressive, well-accomplished successor.  By the same token, faculty, staff and students desired someone approachable as chief administrator.  The task of locating a candidate with these qualities daunted the search committee.  Those inside the university classified Chancellor Danforth’s administration as a “Golden Age” at Washington University.  His replacement would need to pursue new academic territory, while invoking a high level of trust and respect from university employees.  

Chancellor Mark Wrighton possessed these qualities, and University trustees unanimously elected him for the position.  Subsequently, the Washington University Alumni Office invited constituents across the country to meet Chancellor Wrighton at events staged in twenty-two cities.  One such “inaugural reception” transpired in February, 1996 at Chicago’s Wrigley Building.  Over 100 alumni and guests attended a wine and cheese event followed by a Chancellor’s question and answer session.  Throughout the evening, the new Chancellor greeted alumni and demonstrated an acute intellectual prowess.  Wrighton’s resume included his prior position as Massachusetts Institute of Technology provost, as well as notification that he received one of two doctorates at age 24.  Intellectually, Chancellor Wrighton possessed an impeccable record and received favorable reviews from the alumni audience.

Yet, the two Alumni Office staff members traveling with the Chancellor found this intellect intimidating.  Rumors circulating around Wrighton’s appointment portrayed him as serious and particular about his image.  To make matters worse, the Chicago reception experienced numerous logistical flaws.  Faulty microphones, a late event start, nametag confusion, and other problems led to high staff anxiety.  Yet, Wrighton issued no reprimands.  Instead, he requested that the staff members walk with him post-event en route to the hotel.  As they proceeded out of the building, conversation remained at a minimum.  Each moment of silence led the Alumni Office staff to believe the Chancellor was highly displeased with the night’s events.

A large security desk sat adjacent to the Wrigley Building exit, and Chancellor Wrighton stopped as he and his staff passed by the area.  After asking the staff to wait a moment, Wrighton turned to them and said, “Do you all like gum?”  Taken off guard, both staff members replied with a halted, “Yes.”  Wrighton stepped to the security desk and stated the following to the guard, “Hi. My name is Mark.  Do you happen to have any gum back there?  My preferred brand is anything Wrigley’s.”  The guard smiled, stating, “Hi Mark.  My name is Joan and you bet we have gum.  What’s your flavor of choice?”  At that moment, the guard drew a large cloth bag from behind the desk, spilling multitudes of Wrigley’s gum products out for selection.  Chancellor Wrighton turned to the two staff members with a large smile saying, “I’ve always found chewing gum to be a great stress releaser.  Why don’t you each grab a few packs?”  The Chancellor placed three packs into his own pockets, issued a thank you to the guard, and turned to leave.  One staff member, staring after Wrighton in amazement, asked the Chancellor if he knew in advance that the Wrigley guard desk possessed gum.  Wrighton simply replied, “I may be a university Chancellor, but I know people are more impressed by me when I can do things like locate free gum!”

Upon returning to the hotel, one staff member called her supervisor with the story.  Word spread quickly throughout the department; many fellow staff members awaited details of the incident.  Overall, staff was excited and reassured to learn of the new leader’s apparent and appropriate sense of humor.

Analysis  
As one of the staff members present during what came to be known throughout the Washington University Alumni and Development Office as “the chewing gum incident,” I purport that humor was found in the unexpected.  Neither my colleagues nor I could have anticipated the Chancellor’s actions in this situation.  Yet, his informality was refreshing and ultimately evoked even greater respect.

“Humor…is enjoying incongruity.  It is getting a pleasurable jolt from having our mental patterns violated.  To create humor for an audience, then, you should catch its members off guard, hit them with something they aren’t ready for” (Morrell, 1997, p. 176).  An obvious incongruity existed between the seemingly aloof and distant campus leader and the person who nonchalantly requested chewing gum from a security guard.  As Kant and Bergson believed, the incident with Chancellor Wrighton demonstrated a “mismatch” between what staff members expected, and what they experienced (Morrell, 1997).

Wrighton’s use of humor in this instance served the strategic purpose of fostering “mental flexibility” in the staff.  Mental flexibility serves two purposes:  allowing individuals to view situations from different perspectives so as to exchange negative thoughts for positive ones, and also to block the fear that may force us to behave rigidly (Morrell, 1997).  The Chicago alumni reception provided many logistical nightmares for Chancellor Wrighton and his staff.  Yet, rather than focus on those negative elements, Wrighton utilized humorous comments to frame the evening’s events.  Choosing to invoke humor at this junction encouraged the Washington University employees who were present to reduce their anxiety.  In describing laughter as a “social lubricant,”  Morrell denotes three overriding benefits of humor:  drawing people’s attention, putting people in a good mood, and reducing people’s defensiveness (1997).  Kushner (1990) notes that leaders use humor to boost employee morale, reflect his or her own strength and confidence, create a rapport between employee and leader, and appear charismatic.  Wrighton seemed to sense that his employees were nervous due to the reception setbacks, and used humor to bond with these individuals.  Greatly relieved that no reprimand was issued, the staff members became proponents of the new Chancellor and passed along details of the story to fellow W.U. employees.  Thus, a free and effective public relations campaign took place on behalf of Wrighton thanks to his sense of humor at an awkward moment.  “It’s interesting that hard skills are considered better than soft, but when people go into management, it’s the soft skills that…make the difference in career success” (Nilsen & Nilsen, 2000, p. 58).

Humor in work situations mandates support of top management (Truax).  In turn, employees receive campus leaders more favorably (Truax).  One author suggests that college presidents must not “forget the goofiness factor” to retain sanity in their jobs (Sturnick, 1996).  Freiberg and Freiberg reiterate this belief through analyzing Southwest Airlines’ success.  These authors provide a “Success in a Nutshell” list, including “Lighten up; don’t take yourself so seriously” (1996, p. 215).  Likewise, having a sense of humor entails forgiving employee mistakes, just as Wrighton refused to focus on alumni reception shortcomings.  “If we are open to learning from them, mistakes teach us a lot about ourselves and the methods we use for getting things done” (Freiberg, et. al., 1996, p. 133).  Wrighton understood that his first priority as the new Chancellor was to gain individuals’ trust and respect for more than just his academic abilities.  Wrighton’s final comment of the evening reflected a self-deprecating view of his position.  Witnessing this sense of humor allowed staff to see the leader as a person first and as a Chancellor second.  

As Morrell points out, humor is not a synonym for joy or optimism (1997).  Rather, a sense of humor provides realism and perspective.  In this instance, Wrighton demonstrated to his staff that event shortcomings do not translate to unforgivable failure.  Freiberg and Freiberg (1996) mention that the drive to succeed often results from leaders “applauding small wins” rather than focusing on “failed attempts” (p. 131).  Humorous encouragement often causes employees to find the courage to try again and yield outstanding results.  In fact, Southwest Airlines has built an entire company on the principles that humor helps people “thrive during change, remain creative under pressure, work more effectively, play more enthusiastically, and stay healthier in the process” (Freiberg and Freiberg, p. 64, 1996).  College and university campuses offer a good fit for this philosophy, since their mission is to encourage learning and exploration.

Much of how individuals view life entails attitude.  A leader who helps shape employee attitudes through humor builds a well bonded, dedicated, more satisfied, and less stressful workplace (Morrell, 1997).  In turn, this environment yields greater morale and productivity (Truax). With a simple pack of gum, Chancellor Mark Wrighton demonstrated a willingness to sacrifice seriousness for employee comfort, and spurred increased staff loyalty to both the leader and the institution he represented.
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