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Preface




Why are some people so difficult to work with? What’s the best way to deal with them? How can you cope with a boss who’s a Slave Driver or a Bully? What about the colleague who shows up repeatedly in your office to chat about personal matters? Why are some managers able to take difficult people in stride, while others feel overwhelmed by them? How do you avoid becoming a difficult employee?

In this book, we distill the wisdom of some of the best minds in the field of human resources to help you manage difficult people—perhaps one of the most challenging problems of the workplace. The language is simple and the design colorful to make the information easy to grasp.

Quizzes help you assess your knowledge of difficult people and how to handle them diplomatically. Case files show how people have managed difficult people effectively. Sidebars give you a big-picture look at the challenges inherent in managing a group with diverse personalities and highlight innovative, out-of-the-box solutions worth considering. Quotes from business leaders, psychologists, and human resources experts will motivate you as you interact daily with difficult people. Finally, in case you want to dig deeper into the literature of difficult people and management, we recommend some of the most important business books available. The authors of these books both influence and reflect today’s thinking about handling difficult people effectively and related management issues. Understanding the ideas they cover will inspire you as a manager.

Even if you don’t dip into these volumes, the knowledge you gain from studying the pages of this book will equip you to deal firmly, effectively, and insightfully with the difficult people you face every day—to help you make a difference to your company and in the lives of the people who support you.

THE EDITORS









    

HOW DIFFICULT PEOPLE AFFECT THE WORKPLACE




“My main job was developing people. Of course, I had to pull out some weeds, too.”

—Jack Welch, former CEO of General Electric and author of Winning







From line supervisors to senior managers, today’s leaders are in the business of developing their people, which means helping them develop strong and productive relationships. Your challenge as a manager is to form coalitions of willing, eager, and ambitious people within your realm of responsibility.





Self-Assessment Quiz



ARE DIFFICULT PEOPLE TAKING A TOLL ON YOU?

Read each of the following statements and indicate whether you agree or disagree. Then check your score and study the analysis at the end.


	I have difficult people reporting to me.

• Agree • Not Sure • Disagree

	I must work with difficult coworkers.

• Agree • Not Sure •Disagree

	I report to a difficult person as my boss.

• Agree • Not Sure • Disagree

	My subordinates take up too much of my time.

• Agree • Not Sure •Disagree

	My coworkers take up too much of my time.

• Agree • Not Sure • Disagree

	My superiors take up too much of my time.

• Agree • Not Sure • Disagree

	People who take up my time are “difficult.”

• Agree • Not Sure • Disagree

	Difficult people make me unproductive.

• Agree • Not Sure • Disagree

	

	Difficult people make their peers unproductive.

• Agree • Not Sure • Disagree

	Difficult people cost my organization money.

• Agree • Not Sure • Disagree



Scoring

Give yourself 2 points for every question you answered “Agree,” 1 point for every question you answered “Not Sure,” and 0 points for every question you answered “Disagree.”

Analysis






	
15–20


	
You believe that difficult people are disruptive and that they waste time and other resources. Difficult people are a serious issue for you.





	
10–14


	
You aren’t sure whether or not difficult people are a problem for you, for other people, or for your organization as a whole. You have thick skin or are in denial.





	
0–9


	
You aren’t convinced that difficult people are problematic. You are either right or oblivious to what’s happening around you—in which case you may be a difficult person yourself.











Getting in your way, when you least expect or have the time to deal with them, will be difficult people.

If you observe enough managers over time, you’ll notice that some are far less annoyed than others by these problematic employees. That’s not because frazzled managers have a greater number of difficult people on their staff or that their difficult people are so much more challenging. Rather, serene managers have developed better skills for dealing with difficult people.

Every difficult person that you come into contact with is an opportunity for you to grow and develop into a stronger, more resilient—and more serene—manager. Fortunately, the coping skills you need can be learned.

THE COST OF DIFFICULT PEOPLE

The exact cost of difficult people in the workplace is incalculable. Examining the subject is like trying to watch a skyscraper being built by peering through a knothole in a plywood construction fence. You are only able to see a portion of the complete picture at any given time.

The problem is not only that difficult people make everyone miserable, but also that they diminish your effectiveness and the effectiveness of those around you. Your effectiveness is a measure of how you get things done on time, under budget, with quality workmanship, and without overturning any apple carts, so that you get positive performance reviews, promotions, and raises.





Behind the Numbers



THE NEGATIVE MATH OF DIFFICULT PEOPLE

Difficult people often cause turnover, either because the difficult person decides to leave, is terminated, or causes the departure of someone else. According to one study on the effects of the U.S. Family Medical Leave Act, “Turnover costs for a manager average 150 percent of salary, including tangible costs of hiring new workers and relocation, and intangible costs such as the new worker’s inefficiency and lost productivity while the job is vacant.” When you do the math using this formula, here’s how much it costs to replace employees at the following salary levels:












	
Existing employee’s salary:

Cost of replacement:


	
$35,000

$52,500





	
Existing employee’s salary:

Cost of replacement:


	
$50,000

$75,000





	
Existing employee’s salary:

Cost of replacement:


	
$65,000

$97,500





	
Existing employee’s salary:

Cost of replacement:


	
$75,000

$112,500









SOURCE: “How Much Does Employee Turnover Really Cost?” by Will Helmlinger, Inc. Magazine (January 2006).





Difficult People Undermine Your Authority

If you have institutional authority as a supervisor, manager, director, or higher executive, there is probably a difficult person over whom you have some control. A difficult person can undermine your popular authority—that is, the leadership role you’ve earned among the people you work with through your consistent and trustworthy behavior. A difficult person can complain about you when you’re not present, compete with you for power, impede your ability to follow through on promises, and so on. If the difficult person misrepresents what you have done or how effectively you do things in general, it will become that much harder for you to build people’s faith and trust in you—the very foundations of your popular authority.




“Just estimating the number of hours wasted each week, and then multiplying that figure by the hourly salary of the employees involved, doesn’t cover all the costs of a difficult employee. Difficult employees are contagious, spreading unanticipated consequences throughout the organization.”

—Patricia Wiklund,

author of Taking Charge When

You’re Not in Control







Behind the Numbers



COMPLAINING COSTS TIME AND MONEY

By their own admission, employees waste valuable time complaining about their bosses. Thirty-one percent of the employees polled by badbossology.com and the international leadership development firm Development Dimensions International said they spend more than 20 hours per month complaining about or listening to others complain about their bosses. Twenty-eight percent complained for 10 hours a month, 29 percent for three hours, and 12 percent for 30 minutes. That time spent sniping is all wasted.



SOURCE: “Bad Bosses Drain Productivity,” T + D Magazine (November 2005).




Difficult People Waste Your Time

Chances are you never seem to have enough time to do everything your job requires. Difficult people can make it even harder. Some require your attention and focus. Some cause problems among peers that require your time to mediate. Some are unable to do their jobs, forcing you to deal with getting the job done.
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HOW OTHERS INFLUENCE YOU

How do people you work with impact your effectiveness? One way is by making excessive demands on your attention. It’s difficult to be effective at your job when you’re spending all your time dealing with others. It’s important to recognize when one person is causing you and your team to become less productive. Some questions to consider:


	Is the person wasting his own time?

	Is he wasting others’ time?

	Is he wasting company money or resources?







Difficult People Bring You Down

A difficult person can indirectly affect the overall success of a whole department or company. When there is dissention in your ranks or among your peers, the losses in energy, enthusiasm, and productivity diminish results in ways that are difficult to quantify. Team efficiency suffers if you and your subordinates simply avoid the person causing the problems. Information gets lost when people don’t communicate. The weak spots in your departmental efforts will create points of dysfunction and disconnect with customers and other departments. As problems mount, your reputation as an effective leader and team player will suffer, and your whole department will feel the consequences. The mud slide of problems sucks the vitality out of your workplace and saps the energy that you and your best people owe to your jobs.

Difficult People Affect You at All Levels

The effects of difficult people vary depending on whether they are coworkers, subordinates, or your boss.

Difficult subordinates affect your ability to get your job done. Doing their work as well as your own doesn’t solve the problem; it simply drains energy and focus away from your own job.

Difficult coworkers can withhold cooperation and support and can undermine your popular authority. Whether or not you’re considered a team player is determined largely by the quality of your interaction with others. Difficult lateral relationships can be costly in hidden ways.


If your boss is difficult and you handle the situation clumsily, you could wind up being labeled difficult yourself—a label that you might not shake for the rest of your career.

Stay or Go?

In reaction to difficult people, some workers leave—only to find a new batch of difficult people in their new position. Whether you stay or go, you need to learn how to cope. The truth is that difficult people are everywhere.

Many people prefer to stay and work with someone who might drive them bananas but is at least predictable. There is much to be said for knowing what to expect from someone, even if it’s unpleasant. Yet a manager who is truly driven by the desire to create a better organization—one that is a good workplace for its employees and a valuable provider of goods and services for its customers—will try to address the problems difficult people introduce in the workplace.
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STAYING ON AN EVEN KEEL WHEN FACED WITH DIFFICULT COLLEAGUES

As you attempt to address the problems that working with difficult people can cause, remember these tips:


	Do read what your peers write, listen to what they say, and observe what they do.

	Don’t ignore what happens around you because it is not in your direct line of fire.

	Don’t arbitrarily write off negativity or boss bashing—try to figure out the cause.

	Do jump on opportunities to communicate with your colleagues.

	Do contribute to newsletters, positive blogs, and group activities.

	Don’t forget your manners—never say or write anything about someone else you wouldn’t want that person to hear.

	Do learn to be a good buffer between your superior and your subordinates.

	Don’t join forces with subordinates against your boss.

	







WHY ARE DIFFICULT PEOPLE SO DIFFICULT?

As a general rule, the problems you encounter in dealing with a difficult person stem from one of two sources: conflicting expectations or unclear boundaries.

Conflicting Expectations

Although personality conflicts, political differences, or something as simple as disagreement over how high the office thermostat gets set can cause friction, the underlying difficulty is often misaligned expectations. For example, John is not meeting Mary’s expectations and he is angry about it. Never mind that the two of them have
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