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1  Introduction


Are you a leader in a college or university? Do you find it challenging to manage difficult faculty and staff? This book is for you. It takes the challenges faced by all workplace leaders with the responsibility of holding people accountable and applies them in the rarified world of American higher education. Its audience includes academic program directors, department chairs, deans, and provosts, that is, anyone who finds themselves leading an academic unit that suffers from the presence of one or more chronically difficult people.

Do you find yourself giving up because it seems that your difficult person is so intractable or your institution is unwilling to do anything about it? This book is also for you. It tackles the excuses that we in academia name to explain our failure to hold people accountable for basic job performance and professionalism: “they’re incapable of change,” “tenure makes it impossible,” “the university won’t support me,” “the difficult person will retaliate against me.” I do not diminish these very real obstacles. I guide you through a process to overcome them.

I have personal experience with this subject. As a faculty member for 19 years, I suffered mightily from the effects of a difficult individual whose behavior was tolerated by my department leadership. As dean of a college of arts and sciences for eight years, I endeavored to manage difficult faculty and staff, sometimes with success and oftentimes without. In my current work developing and delivering leadership development programs for academics, I observe that managing difficult people is typically the first or second item that participants identify as areas for growth. Again and again, I hear their frustrations about individuals’ behaviors that seem to defy institutions’ ability to manage.

This book, and the method it introduces, is written for leaders, the individuals who carry the responsibility for their faculty’s performance, productivity, and professionalism. The most important of these is the department head (or department chair, program director, school director), that is, the individual to whom department members report. This individual is the first line of authority with a faculty or staff member and the most logical and appropriate place for management of the difficult person to occur. This requires above all that the department head embrace their leadership and responsibility for managing the problem (Hey 2021). For many faculty leaders, that is a tall order. Many department heads simply do not think of themselves as leaders, much less as authority figures or as supervisors. If this description fits you, understand that you will have to exert your authority. And you will have help in doing so.


The Mountain Metaphor

The mountain metaphor sets the stage for the four-step method introduced in this book. It helps to explain why so few leaders even attempt to manage difficult people, why they often fail, and why they should persevere.

Picture a snow-capped and imposing mountain full of sheer cliff faces and steep ascents. Reaching the summit represents the successful management of your difficult person. You stand at the bottom of the mountain, ready to begin the climb. You consider your situation. You’re not a trained mountaineer! You lack the proper tools and aren’t dressed for the occasion. No one is at your side to support your climb. You turn your head skyward to see an Everest-like peak, full of crags and sheer faces. You catch a glimpse of a Yeti, peeking from his cave and grinning at your obvious terror.


In such a situation, most of us would give up. We would conclude that we will fail. We aren’t sufficiently prepared. The obstacles are too great. The Yeti is eager to knock us down. Some would start the journey but turn around when we realize it is too hard and we lack the tools.

The Yeti represents your difficult person. The mountain climber represents you, as you imagine the perilous path of managing your chronically difficult person. You feel ill-equipped and untrained. You don’t know if others will support you. You hear stories of previous department heads and deans who tried to manage the individual and failed or gave up because it was too hard. And your difficult person lurks, just ready to see you try to change their behavior and to prove that you also will fail, or give up, or finish your term before you can make progress.

Like our ill-prepared mountaineer, most academic leaders facing such a situation determine it is impossible to succeed. They try for a few months only to give up. Or they don’t even try, convinced that they will fail. The mountain metaphor helps us to overcome this common—and normal—sense of exasperation that most leaders feel when embarking upon this daunting task.

Imagine now that you as the mountain climber have scaled the peak and reached the summit. The journey was long and challenging. You sparred with the Yeti more than once. But you now stand at the summit and peer down the opposite slope. Unlike the craggy, icy, and peril-filled face you just ascended, the descent is gentle and obstacle-free. You fill your inflatable sled and start down the mountain. The ride is smooth and joyful. As you approach the bottom, colleagues welcome you with applause, smiles, and appreciation.

The mountain descent represents what happens after you complete the challenging work of successfully managing a difficult individual. Success means they stop their unprofessional behavior, start performing their job well, leave the institution, or some combination of these three. Your success changes everything for you and your colleagues. Once the day-to-day damage inflicted by the difficult person disappears, individuals discover a workplace whose culture is returning to health. And they thank you for it. You have succeeded in one of leadership’s greatest challenges and you wonder why others before you did not even try.

Many academic leaders never engage their difficult people meaningfully because they think only of the mountain’s ascent. They imagine how difficult it will be, how they feel unprepared, how the difficult person will make their life miserable in the process. I encourage you to think about the descent. Focus on the many people whose lives will improve when you are successful. Imagine how much better the workplace will become if you can succeed at this one hard thing. And know that people will see and appreciate your effort and achievement. In short, focus not on the difficult person. Focus on everyone else, including yourself. We do this work for them, and indeed for all of us.



The Most Challenging (and Rewarding) Work

Managing difficult people in an academic environment is exceptionally hard work. Chapter 2 details the many reasons American higher education makes it especially challenging. Yet, there are reasons to take it on even beyond changing the difficult person’s behavior.

First, we owe it to our colleagues and to our mission to make the workplace a healthy and supportive environment. Difficult faculty and staff too often make our workplaces toxic and unproductive. Second, long-standing difficult people whose pernicious effects go unchecked give a department a bad reputation. Students avoid its classes. Campus colleagues choose not to collaborate. Promising candidates reject job offers. Deans and provosts withdraw recognition and resources. One or two devastatingly difficult people injure much more than their immediate victims.

Third, if department heads and other leaders supervising difficult individuals fail to hold them accountable, someone else eventually will. Our culture is awash in narratives of tenured faculty who rarely show up on campus, are terrible teachers, abuse their graduate students, and run entire businesses on the side while maintaining their university salaries. Less discussed but also too common are the untenured faculty and professional staff members who severely underperform yet keep their jobs. Right-wing pundits certainly exaggerate the extent of such abuses. That said, academic leaders in every one of the dozens of campuses I have visited readily share examples like these. Overwhelmingly, their institutions could not or would not act in response, choosing to accept intolerable behaviors over the discomfort and expense of a dispute. We cannot be surprised when university administrators and state departments of education step in with heavy measures designed to ensure employees fulfill their responsibilities.

Finally, this (yes, very hard) work is part of our obligation, not to mention our job description, as leaders. To neglect it is to abandon a critical component of our responsibility. As in all things in life, what is hardest is also the most rewarding when achieved. When you successfully climb that mountain, you will be exhausted but also experience the professional thrill of a job well done, a problem successfully addressed, and a professional community made healthier.



Case Study Individuals

Ensuing chapters introduce you to Engagement, Management, Enforcement, and Minimization, the four phases of the EM&EM process. At the end of each chapter, I demonstrate how that phase would apply to three difficult people in the academic world. Each of these cases introduces a difficult person who is fictional, but who demonstrates common traits and behaviors that I discovered during my academic career and about which my current clients regularly seek advice. Allow me to introduce them.


	 Lee Lafleur



Lee Lafleur, PhD, is a senior full professor in the chemistry department at a large, public, research university that serves an urban area with large Black and Hispanic populations. Lee’s motto is “I’ve worked at this university for twenty-five years. I’ve put in my time and effort. Now I do what I want, when I want.” Lee is rarely seen on campus, never volunteers for committee and other assignments, and attends faculty meetings only when the agenda directly affects his interests. Lee made important contributions to the discipline in his early years, but has rested on the laurels of a few widely read research papers ever since. He maintains one or two PhD students working in his laboratory, but his own scholarship has essentially ceased. He teaches one course per semester, a large section of Introductory Chemistry that relies on a host of teaching assistants who run recitation sessions and perform all the grading. In eight years, Lee has neither updated the course lecture slides nor the syllabus. Students regularly report that Lee reads his lectures and does not engage the class in discussion. He does not hold office hours, directing students to the teaching assistants.

Recent department chairs have expressed frustration with Lee. He takes home a high salary yet produces very little in terms of research productivity, training students, grant dollars, student credit hours, and service work. When they attempted
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