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Chapter 1:
Introduction

Hi – my name is Jennifer Hancock and this is how
to prevent passive-aggressive people from wreaking havoc in the
workplace using science.

I normally teach how to stop bullying and
harassment using behavioral science techniques, but in every
presentation I do, I get questions on how to deal with
passive-aggressive behavior. Which is one of the many ways bullying
and harassment manifests in the workplace. To me, passive-
aggressive people are so predictable and so easy to manipulate that
it doesn’t cross my mind to address this problem specifically, but
there is nothing so obvious as what isn’t obvious and this is the
case with passive-aggressive behavior.

This book discusses how passive-aggressive
behavior is rewarded. Techniques to ensure passive- aggressive
behavior doesn’t interfere with workflow, how to take
responsibility for your part of the interaction, and how to make
sure you aren’t part of the problem. This discussion will cover
three reasons why people behave passive-aggressively and help you
learn how to respond professionally and effectively to the problem
so that these individuals don’t wreak havoc in your workplace.

Learning Objectives

1) Learn a science-based approach to dealing
with passive-aggressive employees

2) Understand how compassion and professionalism
can help resolve workplace behavior issues

3) Be able to reinforce organizational core
values by modeling respectful behavior in difficult situations

Topics Covered


	
Why people behave passive-aggressively



	
When it’s not passive-aggressive but a
symptom of something else



	
How to manage a truly passive-aggressive
situation using behavioral science





Note:

This is the companion book to the online course
‘How to Prevent Passive-Aggressive People from Wreaking Havoc Using
Science.’ This book contains transcripts of the course for easy
home reference.

Individuals and groups can benefit from this
course. For more information on this course visit 
https://humanistlearning.com/passiveaggressivepeople/


Overview: Science & Philosophy

This book is going to combine science and
philosophy, specifically behavioral science and humanistic
philosophy. Behavioral science will help us understand why
passive-aggressive people are behaving the way they do, how they
are rewarded, and how we can use this information to neutralize
their worst tendencies. Humanistic philosophy is going to help us
think about the situation differently through a compassionate lens
– and this in turn is going to help us actually implement the
strategy behavioral science says we should use.

According to science, the best way to neutralize
the negative impacts of a passive-aggressive person – is by being
compassionate, nice, and professional. Isn’t it great that science
validates taking a compassionate humanistic approach? It means –
living your values will help you be successful when dealing with
problematic people.
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Chapter 2:
Passive-Aggressive Behavior Defined

Wikipedia has this to say about
passive-aggressive behavior: “In psychology, passive-aggressive
behavior is characterized by a habitual pattern of non-active
resistance to expected work requirements, opposition, sullenness,
stubbornness, and negative attitudes in response to requirements
for normal performance levels expected. Most frequently it occurs
in the workplace, where resistance is exhibited by indirect
behaviors such as procrastination, forgetfulness, and purposeful
inefficiency, especially in reaction to demands by authority
figures, but it can also occur in interpersonal contexts.” -

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Passive%E2%80%93aggressive_behavior

The hallmark is that the person is resisting or
being aggressive by not doing something. They may just not do the
work requested. Or they may withhold information. Or they may not
invite a certain person to an important meeting – or “forget” to
include them in an email. All of these behaviors may be innocent
mistakes. Or… they could be active acts of resistance or worse,
sabotage. That’s why this is considered a passive form of
aggression. They are acting out by omission, by not doing
something.

So what is going on? Well, it depends on the
individual and their motivations – if they have any. Not doing
something is a way to control what is going on. As an act of
resistance, it is quite powerful. Some people may be resisting
because they don’t like what is going on and are using one of the
only tools at their disposal – non-compliance.

In general, most managers are adept at handling
this sort of situation and wouldn’t really consider it a severe
case. In fact, when I asked about this, a friend of mine admitted
to doing things like this and I had to laugh because he clearly has
never dealt with a truly passive-aggressive person. He was merely
showing up at a workshop he found boring and was using the time to
grade papers instead.

To me, passive-aggressive behavior is when
entire work flows come grinding to a halt because of one person. Or
when entire departments have to work around one person just to get
things done. Or when one person is actively sabotaging the work of
other members of the community by withholding needed resources.

Passive-aggressive behavior is a tool of social
control, which is why it’s considered a possible manifestation of
bullying or harassment. If someone has the power to prevent another
person from getting their work done, they have the power to bully
or harass that person.
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Chapter 3: Why
People Behave Passive-Aggressively

There are several reasons why people might
behave in a passive-aggressive way.

Frustration

They may be frustrated or angry and do not have
the ability or authority to voice objections, so they object by
complying but not complying, like my friend does when forced to
attend workshops he isn’t interested in. He is exerting control
over a situation he has no control over.

Strategic

Another reason someone might behave
passive-aggressively is they are being strategic.

There is long history of passive aggression as
resistance, actually. Passive-aggressive behavior is probably one
of the few tools of resistance an enslaved person can use to resist
without being killed. Creative and strategic ways to resist
enslavement would be – to slow down your work and not be efficient.
Maybe break the tools accidentally so you can’t work. Pretend to
not understand the instructions. Pretend to be too sick to work.
Passive-aggressive behavior isn’t always bad. It may be a form of
legitimate resistance.

There are a few things I want you to understand
about this. First, the next time you perceive a worker to be lazy,
you may want to question why. Perhaps the problem isn’t that they
are being lazy. Maybe there is something else going on and they are
resisting.

Also, if you ever hear the generalization that
black people are lazy – understand that they aren’t. That
stereotype is a result of their active resistance to enslavement.
And yes, this still needs to be said because the biases that arose
as a result of enslavement are still with us today and are still
impacting dynamics in the workplace. So check your assumptions and
find out what is really going on and why, and approach these
situations with compassion.

Bullying as strategic passive aggression

Another way this behavior may be strategic is
because, ultimately, this behavior is about exerting control in a
way so you can hide what you are doing. Which is why some bullies
use this technique, too. Instead of using this behavior to resist
oppression, the behavior is used to oppress through active sabotage
of the workflow. A bully can use the techniques to target an
individual to make their work harder to do. It is no longer about
an individual resisting work. It is now about preventing someone
else from getting their work done.

Most of the time, when I get asked about
passive-aggressive behavior in the workplace, it falls into this
category. Someone “forgets” to invite someone to a meeting or
doesn’t include them in planning for something that impacts their
area of expertise. Or they withhold resources.

I used to work in an office with a
passive-aggressive person. She and I were both directors in charge
of different departments. She would ask me for help, but not
provide me with the resources I needed to do the work for her, then
she would complain that I wasn’t being helpful or that my delays,
caused by her in-actions, were causing her to not get her work
done.

Sound familiar? I’m sure you all have
experienced something like this at some point.

The person doing this is specifically targeting
an individual to make their work and life harder. It is not
uncommon for harassment and discrimination to take this form so
that the aggressor has plausible deniability. They forgot. Or they
sent it and what do you mean you didn’t get it? They ghost and
claim they didn’t know. The point is, by being passive-aggressive
they can find excuses for their behavior and can get away with
actively sabotaging the work of someone else.

Pathological

Another way this might happen is if the person
is behaving this way pathologically – meaning – it is not being
done strategically. The person doing this just isn’t in control of
their behavior enough to do this well. People who behave this way
with everyone are doing it pathologically. They gum up the works
for everyone. They are probably the most annoying because they are
the most obvious. Everyone on the team is affected by them so
everyone is aware of the problem and wants it fixed.

The problem is – if someone is not being
strategic, but pathological – it’s not fixable. They are not in
control enough of their behavior to hide what they are doing.

I am not a psychologist and won’t be giving you
advice on how to handle someone with a real mental health problem.
All you can do when someone is doing this pathologically is
understand it’s not going to get better and the person in question
should be treated with compassion as they are most likely dealing
with a mental health issue. You will always have to work around
them and if your company has the resources to do that – great. If
they don’t, you should get rid of them.

The Real Danger

The real danger is the people who are behaving
passively aggressive to strategically bully, harass, or sabotage an
individual. While the strategic bully is hurting workflow, they are
really only targeting a couple of people, so the people not
targeted aren’t experiencing it. What is happening, when strategic,
may very well look like an interpersonal conflict.

When someone does this pathologically, everyone
knows it. When someone does this strategically, as a way to
dominate or harass someone, it can be very hard to see. But it is
no less damaging to the organization and the workflow.

Which brings me back to passive-aggressive
behavior as a tool of resistance. If someone isn’t getting their
work done, are they being lazy? Are they incompetent? Are they
resisting something? Or are they being sabotaged?

At first glance, it is impossible to know.
Fixing the problem depends on diagnosing it properly. You can’t
always rely on managers to report what is happening properly
because it isn’t unusual for managers to bully and harass staff and
to sabotage an employee they don’t like.

Things that look passive-aggressive might not be
and you might be misreading what is happening entirely.
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