
t h e  c r e a t i v e
r e l a t i o n s h i p

b y m o n i c a m o s e s

t
o succeed in to d ay ’s news room, a visual journalist needs strong technical and cra ft

skills. But just as important are strong people skills. How well you listen, learn, co l-

l a b o rate and share your knowl e d ge can make or break your care e r. The quality of

your cre at ive re l ationships can determine whether you grow and adva n ce at your news-

paper or whether you struggle and sta g n ate .

Pro ba bly your most important re l ationship is with your supervisor, your visual edito r. If

yo u’ re a supervisor, you also have critical re l ationships with your sta ff. These re l at i o n-

ships — cre at ive re l ationships, editing re l ationships — have many pitfalls. And they can

h ave a direct impact on morale of the news room and the quality of the news pa p e r, not to

mention turnove r. Many visual journalists quit their jobs because they dislike their

b o sses. Many visual edito rs leave because they are fed up with one or two sta ffe rs. 

If a co -wo rker gets on your nerves, drives you crazy and pushes your buttons, step ba c k

and ask yo u rself why. Then try to see the person behind the behavior — the we l l - i n te n-

tioned, perhaps vu l n e ra ble person. Often, trying re l ationships can become fruitful and

even fun with just a little unders tanding and diplomacy on your part. 

We learn more from the difficult people in our lives. So on the fo l l owing pa ges are five

d i fficult bosses and five difficult sta ffe rs you may enco u n ter in your news room and in

your care e r. Yo u’ll find some theories about their motivations as well as tips for dealing

m o re effe c t ive ly with each. You may see a glimpse of yo u rs e l f, your boss or a member of

your sta ff.

It ’s a fact of life: You can’t choose your boss. And if yo u’ re a boss, yo u’ re unlike ly to

choose most of your sta ff. (It ’s ra re to be able to clean house and start ove r.) But you c a n

choose how you are in your re l at i o n s h i p s .
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i s you r  v isual  edito r  o ne  of  these?

t h e  v i c a r i o u s  d e s i g n e r  ( p ho t o g r a p h e r )
O verbearing. Ta kes your pa ges or photos and makes them his. Has a hard time appre-

c i ating others’ solutions. C a u se : M ay be a rookie. May not see that his role is to help

you do good wo rk, not to do wo rk for you. May envy your assignments. C u re : Be as

a c t ive as he is in the re l at i o n s h i p. Good-nat u re d ly refuse to be ta ken ove r. Come to h i m

with ideas. Show him options for every pa ge and picture. Ta ke the opportunity to learn

all you can from this (pro ba bly te c h n i c a l ly skilled) visual edito r.

p r e m a t u r e  e v a l u a t o r O ve ranxious. Happens by when you are in the

beginning sta ges of a project and has a violent reaction. Horns in on your cre at ive pro ce ss .

C a u se : M ay be ge tting heat from her bosses. May feel stre tched, not able to ta ke time to

c u l t ivate sta ffe rs. C u re : Yield. If someone is inclined to be co n t rolling, you make it wo rse if

you resist; you strengthen her re s o lve to co n t rol you. Inste ad, hear her out and respect her

fe a rs. Ne go t i ate the timing of her editing, telling her your fi rst wo rk is often not your best

wo rk. Show her your wo rk befo re yo u’ re too far along.

t h e  g r e a t  s p h i nx I n s c r uta ble. May have a gre at eye, gre at visual

instincts but is not very articulate about the wo rk. Says “I don’t think that wo rks” or

“ Th at ’s not sophisticated enough” when she rev i ews your pa ges or photos. C a u se :

St rong right brain, wh e re spatial skills like drawing, design reside. Sometimes so 

focused on visual judgments that she can’t fully acce ss left brain, wh e re analysis and

co m m u n i c ation originate. C u re : I n te r v i ew her. Show her te a rsheets and 

annuals, asking questions till you begin to see visuals through her eyes. 

t h e  a b s e n t e e p a r e n t Un ava i l a ble. Gives you next to no

fe e d back. C a u se : M ay be ove r whelmed, may feel too busy with his own wo rk

to guide yo u rs. May not be ge tting much direction from his b o ss; may not see his

role is to be your coach. May lack co n fi d e n ce to size up visuals quickly and say

something useful. C u re : If you can’t flag him down, leave pro ofs for him. If yo u

seek his fe e d back, you co m pliment him, building his co n fi d e n ce and your re l a-

t i o n s h i p. If all else fails, get fe e d back wh e rever you can. 

d e m o l i t i o n e x p e r t I n s e n s i t ive. Ord e rs sweeping changes to

your wo rk on deadline. C a u se : M ay have high sta n d a rds but is pre o cc u-

pied. Not ava i l a ble to see your wo rk till the last, inco nvenient minute .

C u re : I n te r v i ew him off deadline. Ask him to ex plain his visual ideals

and peeves. Talk through wo rk with him as early as poss i ble. If you can’ t

get his attention, leave pro ofs, making a note of wh at you think he might object

to. Also note when you need to hear back, leaving time for change s .



any of  these vi sual  staffers in  yo ur  s hop?

s t e a l t h d e s i g n e r  ( p h o t o g r a p h e r )  L i kes to slip we i rd stuff

i n to the pa p e r. Makes side deals, going around you wh e n ever poss i bl e . C a u se : Pride. Needs to

p ut his mark on things, hates giving up co n t rol. Feels inad e q u ate asking for help. Flies solo eve n

when it hurts his wo rk . C u re : Co n f ront him about not being co l l a b o rat ive; it makes trust

i m p o ss i ble. Then, appeal to his pride. Tell him yo u’ll be his silent partner in gre at n e ss, slip-

ping him softwa re tips, new annuals. And pair him with another sta ffer on a project, so

he begins to see the benefits of cre at ive co l l a b o rat i o n .

r e b e l  w i t h o u t  a  c a u s e Feels the need to fight eve r y t h i n g .

D i s l i kes styl e, dictates from on high, limits of any kind. Has a hard time co l l a b o rat-

ing, especially with the boss. C a u se : H ates aut h o r i ty. C u re : Refuse to ge t

i nvo lved in a power struggle. If he pushes you, do not push back. Si m ply and mat-

te r - of- fa c t ly ask for wh at you need from him in his wo rk. Always talk 

visual merits so you don’t seem aut h o r i tarian or capricious. Find things to 

l i ke about his wo rk or approach, to help change the dynamic between you. 

t h e  g r e a t  d e f e n d e r  Ca n’t ta ke criticism. Has a thousand defenses, a thou-

sand reasons why something went wrong (none his fault). C a u se : Lacks co n fi d e n ce .

Pro ba bly beats himself up; your criticism feels like ove rkill. C u re : Talk with him. Ofte n .

And not just about wo rk. Don’t limit your co nve rsations to negat ive fe e d back. Pick his

b rain about visual issues. Ex pand your pa r t n e rship so he doesn’t hate to see you co m-

ing. Ask other manage rs who wo rk with him to tell you when he ove rcomes a hurd l e

to do good wo rk, so you can give him credit. 

t h e  p u s h o v e r We a k-willed. Lets co -wo rke rs dictate visuals and bl ow deadlines, much to the detri-

ment of his wo rk. C a u se : Fe a rs co n f ro n tation. Doesn’t know how to stand up for himself 

(and for visual journalism) without being unpl e a sant. C u re : Do post- m o r tems 

of pa ges that suffe red from his poor nego t i ation skills. Help him see how he co u l d ’ ve

m a n a ged competing inte rests. Arm him with specific phrases to use next time.

Also: Ask yo u rself if yo u’ ve laid the nece ssary gro u n dwo rk in the news ro o m

for your sta ff to say no to unre a s o n a ble demands. Do they know you will back them up?

t h e  a r t i s t e Co n s i s te n t ly pl a ces art above journalism. Sees a dev i ce in an

annual and wants to use it at the earliest opportunity, whether or not it wo rks with the

s to r y. Resists making changes for news. Doesn’t re ad the pa p e r. C a u se : M ay 

not be co n fident in her ability to roll with news. May not appre c i ate the rhythms 

of good stories. C u re : I nve n tory her skills; pair her for a time with someb o dy with poise

in the fa ce of breaking news. Also, light the fi re of journalism beneath her. Invo lve her in

a n i m ated story co n fe re n ces. Get her talking about current events. 
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