

		
			[image: cover]




Praise for Working PeopleSmart

“Working PeopleSmart belongs in every workplace. Not only should it be required reading, it should be required doing. Work life would be a whole lot more fun, fulfilling, and fruitful if we’d all implement the six strategies that Mel Silberman and Freda Hansburg so masterfully present in this wonderfully useful book. I assure you that when you put in practice even one of their coaching tips, you’ll immediately notice results. And Working PeopleSmart should also come with a warning label that reads: Try this at home. Your family will love you for it.”


—Jim Kouzes, coauthor of The Leadership Challenge and Encouraging the Heart, and Chairman Emeritus, Tom Peters Company



“Working PeopleSmart is a must-read for individuals who deal with a variety of challenging interpersonal interactions every day! Applying practical, real-world approaches, Mel and Freda provide an insightful and practical look at how to improve your personal impact and effectiveness in the workplace.”


—Richard Chang, CEO, Richard Chang Associates, Inc., and author of The Passion Plan and The Passion Plan at Work



“Time and time again, business success comes back to how people relate to each other. That’s why BMW has been conducting ‘Working PeopleSmart’ seminars for the past two years and using the book PeopleSmart to improve the interpersonal intelligence of its employees. With the publication of Working PeopleSmart, we now have the field manual for making the concepts of PeopleSmart work. Its real-world advice and business-related scenarios offer an exceptionally clear pathway to put these strategies into action.”


—Viki Macdonald, BMW Group University, BMW of North America, LLC



“Working PeopleSmart could well be called a guidebook for everyday living in the workplace, providing strategies, practice scenarios, and tips for handling virtually all of the interpersonal issues that occur daily in corporate America. This book is a must-have for new professionals entering the workforce for the first time, for the new supervisor, and for seasoned leaders who desire to continuously increase and broaden their influence, trust, and communication skills.”


—Doris M. Sims, SPHR, Leadership Development Director, AdvancePCS, and author of Creative New Employee Orientation Programs



“If common sense were common, we wouldn’t need Silberman and Hansburg’s wonderfully clear, cogent and imaginative guidelines to interpersonal communication. Their six basic strategies for managing workplace communication—with bosses, coworkers, customers—are aptly designed to make one’s job not only more effective but one’s life more pleasant, as well.”


—George David Smith, Academic Director, Executive Programs, NYU Stern School of Business
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Preface

Interpersonal tensions have business consequences! The purpose of this book is to lessen these tensions so that you and the organization in which you are employed can be more successfulregardless of what business you are in.

What you will discover in Working PeopleSmart is your own personal coaching guide to improving your relationship with everyone with whom you work. That includes your colleagues and customers, the employees you may supervise, and even your boss! It’s a book you can pull down from your shelf to obtain instant advice whenever you want.

Since the publication of our book PeopleSmart, we have been conducting “Working PeopleSmart” seminars with a wide variety of businesses and organizations. They have included major corporations, small companies, nonprofits, and educational institutions. We’ve also trained at every level—senior and mid-level managers, front-line supervisors, and support personnel. In each case, we are there to develop the organization’s capacity to build positive, productive relationships within its workforce.

Six strategies for success have emerged from these three years of consulting and training. This book will explain how to leverage each strategy for your own professional success.

And there is more.

As we take participants through the principles and practices of working people-smart, we invite them to tell us the people problems they experience. As a result of this process, we have been privy to a bumper crop of challenging situations. In Working PeopleSmart, we have captured the most vexing questions posed to us and provided our people-smart advice. We hope that you, the reader, will gain a greater awareness of the options you have for handling tough situations and will be inspired to try some of them.

Reading advice is never enough. You must try out the advice and see if it works for you. Granted, it takes some courage to do something different, to think and act “outside the box.” If you are willing, you will be rewarded with greater confidence and the ability to bring out the best in even the worst of circumstances.

ix

There are tangible rewards for you as well. If you have the skills to bring out the best in others, you will be an invaluable resource in your organization. As a result, your people talents will be recognized and you will be more likely to succeed in your career.

One of the things we have learned ourselves as we attempt to work people-smart is that success is achieved only when you cultivate “partners.” In compiling this book, we benefited from several partners and would like to acknowledge them.

We thank the many “Working PeopleSmart” seminar sponsors and participants for your candor, your courage, and your enthusiastic acceptance of our training approach.

We appreciate the exceptional talents of our PeopleSmart Consultant Network, a group of professionals around the country who have brought “Working PeopleSmart” seminars to a greater audience than we could by ourselves.

Our publishing partner, Berrett-Koehler (and especially its president, Steve Piersanti), has been very supportive of our work. BK is the most author-friendly publisher one could ever find.

Finally, we are grateful to our life partners, Shoshana and Dan, for their abundant love and faith in our PeopleSmart endeavors.

Mel Silberman, Princeton, NJ

Freda Hansburg, Berkeley Heights, NJ

March 2004

 



Introduction

1
Bringing out the best in others is good business.

When we bring both respect and interpersonal savvy to our work relationships, we do more than make people feel good. We enhance personal and organizational performance. Customers are more likely to return to companies that treat them well. Staff show more loyalty to supportive employers. Cohesive teams are more productive. Individuals with strong people skills are more likely to succeed—and far less likely to be fired.

As the workplace grows more complex and competitive, managing our work relationships becomes even more essential and difficult. Today’s challenges in organizational life include:


Doing more with less—enhancing productivity and collaboration among teams with depleted numbers and morale


Bringing people together—bridging the gaps posed by diversity and virtual workplaces to promote understanding and effective communication


Building leadership—developing managers who bring out the best in their people, rather than put out fires among them


All of these situations pose daily interpersonal dilemmas as we deal with customers, colleagues, supervisors, and people who may report to us. Unfortunately, for many of us the workplace is not an interpersonal bed of roses. Tensions among co-workers are increasing. In one recent survey nearly 70% of people at work reported themselves the victims of rudeness and put-downs from fellow workers—and they retaliated by bad-mouthing the company, missing deadlines, and treating customers disrespectfully.* Does this sound like something you’ve experienced?

We believe that the worst way to respond to these mounting interpersonal tensions is by retaliating, despairing, or becoming cynical. These reactions only perpetuate the negativity. The only way out of the morass is to work people-smart. What’s more, we believe that anyone can. Our goal in this book is to demonstrate how you can face the most daunting interpersonal scenarios and turn them into opportunities for success, using six key strategies.2

What Is “Working People-Smart”?

Individuals who work people-smart focus on bringing out the best in others on the job. They know how to open people up rather than make them defensive or resistant. They have a knack for defusing tension rather than creating it. They set a good example through their own behavior and can inspire and influence those with weaker skills.

What does it take to work people-smart?

As we described in our previous book, PeopleSmart: Developing Your Interpersonal Intelligence, being savvy with people is a multifaceted competence that includes eight core skills:


	Understanding people

	Expressing yourself clearly

	Asserting your needs

	Seeking and giving feedback

	Influencing others

	Resolving conflict

	Being a team player

	Shifting gears when relationships are stuck



Mastering all eight of these skills is a lifetime effort. Few of us are fortunate enough to have been born with interpersonal genius. Most of us need to work at it. But the good news is that all of us can improve our interpersonal intelligence by applying the suggestions provided in People Smart. The book serves as a personal training guide to be used in any life situation in which bringing out the best in others is imperative.

Since the publication of People Smart, we’ve learned more about the essential ingredients of being people-smart—especially as it applies to the workplace. Our consulting assignments have brought us to a wide variety of work environments. We’ve observed individuals at all levels and in different environments, such as large corporations, nonprofit organizations, government agencies, small businesses, and educational institutions. We have paid particular attention to the four key arenas in which strong people skills are critical:3


	Relating to your boss

	Supervising and coaching others

	Collaborating with colleagues and teammates

	Serving or selling to customers


 
As a result of this opportunity, we have identified six “strategies” that separate the person who works people-smart from those who do not. We call them “strategies” because they go beyond “skills.” They are the basic approaches people take with others that allow them to succeed in key relationships… and garner success.

In Working PeopleSmart, we will explore each of these strategies for success. We’ll look at how and why people-smart individuals employ them, especially in tough situations. Here are the six strategies of working people-smart.

Six Strategies for Success
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When interacting with a myriad of people, we inevitably experience some of them as challenging or difficult to understand. Often, this upsetting experience leads to frustration and sometimes anger. Those who work people-smart make it a practice to understand the challenging behaviors of others instead of just getting upset. 
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When we communicate information to others, our messages may be unclear because we fail to think about the needs of the listener. Those who work people-smart have figured out that the listener is their “communication partner.” They make it a practice to consider the listener’s frame of reference and foster two-way communication exchanges that increase understanding.
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All of us experience moments at work when we should express our own views, needs, and expectations to others. Some of us remain silent and resentment builds. Others of us speak up for ourselves without hesitation but do so in ways that make others defensive. Those who work people-smart understand that their own ideas and concerns are important, and they make it their business to express them in ways that are clear but respectful of others.
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Other people have perspectives about our performance that are useful to our growth and development. However, most of us are reluctant to seek feedback from those with whom we work. Those who work people-smart understand that “feedback is the breakfast of champions.” They seek the feedback of others rather than wait for it, and they develop strategies that encourage constructive feedback.


[image: image]


People at work don’t always agree with each other or follow each other’s recommendations. All too often, when faced with disagreement or conflict, people become either argumentative or avoiding. Those who work people-smart are influential because they consistently “surface” resistance by making efforts to understand the concerns and objections of others and use that information to build agreement and resolution.
5
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Teamwork is essential in any organization. Often, we act in ways that don’t contribute to teamwork—without even realizing it. Although our intentions may not be selfish, our actions wind up serving only ourselves. Those who work people-smart gain from behaviors that foster collaborative rather than individual effort.

Can I Work People-Smart?

By now you may be asking yourself, “ Can I do all that?” Our answer is a resounding yes. As psychologists, we have seen time and again that people can and do change—given two conditions:

You must decide to change. You are the one who has to take the initiative to turn things around. Makeovers may happen on “reality” TV, but in real life we can’t change other people. The best we can do is change ourselves. Fortunately, by doing this, we often elicit something new from others.

You must work at change. Our six strategies are long-term endeavors, not quick fixes. This is not to say that a single peoplesmart response won’t transform a bad situation. It often does. But you will have to be patient and persistent at integrating the strategies into your daily life, and not abandon your efforts when you encounter setbacks.

If you need some help applying these strategies, we are here to serve as your virtual coach and guide you through difficult work relationships skillfully and gracefully. Everyone encounters interpersonal situations that test the capacity to be people-smart. After describing each of the six strategies of working people-smart, we will look at such dilemmas—the challenging, realistic scenarios that test your people skills—and offer our people-smart prescriptions for handling them effectively. We’ll provide coaching tips for each scenario and let you hear exactly what a people-smart response sounds like.

So here is the coaching contract we propose.

We will share the know-how you require to sharpen your people edge. Your job will be to take these strategies to work with you. Are you ready to begin? 9

*Lisa Penney, reported in APA MONITOR, vol. 34, No. 6, June 2003, p.11. 
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We all know people who challenge our ability to work peoplesmart. Do any of these “challengers” sound familiar to you?

Among customers, you might find “Carol Complainer”: “Is this the best you can do?”

Or “Harvey Hierarchy”: “What’s the name of your supervisor?”

Among co-workers, you might find “Needy Nan”: “Can you help me out?” “Want to hear about my weekend?”  Or “Superior Stan”: “Mistakes? I never make any… unlike you!” 

Among direct reports, you might find “Late Nate”: “No, it was yesterday that the bus was late. Today, I had to take my son to the dentist.” Or “Pathetic Patty”: “I can’t do this! You’ll have to show me how.”

Finally, your boss might be like “Ted Tyrant”: “I’d rather be right than loved!”

Or “Carla Cryptic”: “I don’t have time to go over this. Just figure it out yourself.”

When people at work engage in such unpleasant behavior, it’s only human to be annoyed or even furious. Typically, we might cope by doing any or all of the following:


	Avoid them whenever possible.

	Complain about them to a trusted colleague.

	Write them off as people who can’t or won’t change their ways.

	Respond in kind by being equally unpleasant.



As much as any of these challenging people at work may frustrate us, the people-smart thing to do is get curious as to why they act the way they do rather than merely get upset about what they do. This involves trying to develop an “empathetic understanding” of a person who is puzzling. What is it like to be in this person’s shoes?

You may not like or approve of the other person’s behavior. Certainly, no one should tolerate irresponsible behavior. Nonetheless, it pays to explore why the person acts the way he or she does.


	It may unlock new ways to relate to the person that will be productive for both of you.

	It may give you a new perspective on the person, help you get some distance, and avoid taking what the person does too personally. 9

	It may win the appreciation of that person and serve as the basis for a better relationship.



In contrast, failing to explore the possible causes of the person’s behavior not only perpetuates the impasse but also leads to increasing frustration and, ultimately, cynicism. When we accumulate a list of too many “hopeless cases,” we may become even quicker to write people off and find ourselves walled off from others.

Let’s look at an example of how “furious” might begin shifting to “curious.”

In the accounting office where I work as office manager, there is an accountant named Helen, who couldn’t be more different from me. She always seems down in the dumps, grumbling under her breath and looking angry. She doesn’t respond to jokes and never joins the rest of us in the lunchroom. She just focuses on her work and keeps reminding everybody how much responsibility she has.

I’m a much more social person. I always get my work done, but I also like to talk with people throughout the day, pass along humorous stories via e-mail, and so forth. If we were two of the seven dwarfs, I’d be Happy and Helen would be Grumpy. I know we also have significant differences in our personal lives. Helen is a single mother, living with her elderly parents in their home, both of whom have had some serious health problems. I am married and live with my husband and two of my three young adult daughters in our own home.

Have I written off Helen? I guess if I were in her shoes, I’d feel overwhelmed with responsibilities. Raising a child alone, caring for elderly parents, and then coming to a job where she’s trying to help fatten other people’s bankrolls, when she doesn’t even own a home… that’s pretty bleak. If I were in survival mode like Helen, some of the stuff I talk about, and certainly many of the e-mail jokes I circulate, would probably look pretty superficial.

What really prompted me to reconsider my attitude toward Helen was an office crisis. Someone made a mistake and overlooked an important deadline with one of the accounts. It was Helen who caught the error in time to request an extension. I still wouldn’t want to live with my nose to the grindstone the way she does, but maybe she has a point about responsibility. It rocks my boat to think that perhaps I’ve been a bit smug in my attitude toward her. 10

Although she hasn’t become Helen’s buddy, the office manager has taken a crucial step forward in their relationship. By walking in Helen’s shoes for a few paces, and accepting the possibility that

Helen’s differences aren’t necessarily all deficits, she has opened the door just enough to gain a small glimpse of who may be on the other side.

Five Coaching Tips to Understand Other People Better

Whenever we become frustrated by another person at work, that frustration can eat away at our energy to perform at our best. The good news is that we have several opportunities to “become curious rather than furious.”
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When this challenging person talks, give him or her your full attention, without “running your own tape” about what you’ll say next. Try to avoid interrupting what he or she is saying or simply tuning the person out. You might even paraphrase what you hear the person saying, so that he or she gets the idea that you’re really listening.

Undoubtedly, you’ve heard much of what the person is about to tell you before. People have a tendency to repeat themselves. We all have “stump speeches,” much like politicians. However, if you encourage the person to keep talking, he or she might go beyond the usual “stump speech” and tell you things he or she has never said before. That’s when you begin to get the information to help you really understand where this person is coming from. You must make a clear decision that the other person is someone worth listening to and give him or her your full concentration. Imagine a spotlight shining on the speaker. If you are doing something else that could distract you, stop. Instead of working at your desk, for example, consider getting up and moving to another location, in or outside your office, to help you focus on the speaker. Instruct others to not interrupt your time with this person, if necessary. Doing these things may drastically improve how the other person communicates to you. 11
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Use open-ended questions to draw out new information and clarify what you are hearing. This is especially important when you are trying to understand a relatively taciturn individual who keeps a lot inside. Open-ended questions invite the speaker to expand or elaborate on his or her message. They offer the person more leeway to respond and share. “What was the upsetting part for you about what he said?” “How do you foresee things getting better on this project?” “Why do you think Bob was so quiet at the meeting?”Use open-ended questions to encourage others to “open up” and share thoughts, feelings, and opinions. By doing so, you increase your chances of learning what’s really important to them. Moreover, the person may respond favorably to your attention and interest.

There are many ways to do this, such as stating or asking


	“I’m not sure I know what your thoughts are about…”

	“Tell me more about this.”

	“What were your reactions/thoughts about… ?”

	“Can you give me an example or two?”

	“How come? Why do you feel that way?”

	“I’ve never asked you about…”
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Who seems to have more success with this person? Ask for his or her perspective about your challenger and for suggestions on new approaches to try. Even if you find that everyone you know has the same feelings about this person as you do, they may have different ways of coping. You might approach a colleague and say, “I’ve been really frustrated by _______. What works for you in dealing with him (her)?” The person you are consulting may have some knowledge you lack or a terrific suggestion about how to deal with this challenging individual. If none is forthcoming, at least there are now two of you putting your heads together about this person rather than you tackling the situation all by yourself.12
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Imagine that you are the other person and ask yourself how a specific situation would look to you, what you’d be feeling and what your concerns might be. This is not an easy task. It’s hard to put aside your own perspective on the situation.

One suggestion is to appreciate that the other person may look at things differently than you do. For example, you might see the assignments you get as an opportunity to show others how capable you are. The other person might view assignments as simply a job to be done. Although we each have our own preferences and style, it’s important to recognize that different doesn’t necessarily mean better (or worse). Are right-handed people “better” than lefties?

Here are some ways in which the other person may be different from you:


See Table


Reflecting on how the other person’s style may contrast to your own will help you appreciate “their shoes.” Notice, for example, that the opposite end of the continuum from “spontaneous” is “careful,” not “rigid.” A person like Helen, the accountant, someone who is less freewheeling and more deliberate than you, may have a unique contribution to make. 13
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Identify how you typically “dance” with this person. Are you avoiding? Critical? Forgiving? Demanding? Be curious enough to see what would happen if you acted dramatically different. For example, you might consider one of the following new behaviors:


	Take extra time to build rapport and establish trust with this person.

	Be firmer and more consistent about what you expect from this person.

	Take a positive approach by reinforcing and encouraging this person.

	Ask this person to tell you about his or her views, needs, and concerns.

	Back off on a big change; focus on little ones.

	Be more honest and straight with this person about what you think and feel.

	Be more persistent with your efforts to influence this person. Don’t let up.
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 14
Looking at Challenging People 
 as Anxious People

We realize that getting the energy to act on these five ways to understand others better can be a tall order. You may be so frustrated, angry, or pessimistic at this point in the relationship that it would require from you an awful lot of resolve to refocus.

One of the best ways to develop anew the energy to be “curious rather than furious” is to consider that all human beings, the challenging as well as the pleasant, have three basic human needs:


	Control is the need to have power over one’s life, to be in the driver’s seat instead of the passenger seat.

	Connection is the need for belonging, support, love, and acceptance.

	Competence is the need for success, for demonstrating mastery and being recognized for doing so.



At any given time, we may be anxious about obtaining one or more of these needs. To lessen the anxiety, we might go to one of two extremes: excessively pursue the fulfillment of the need or avoid situations in which the need arises. For example, someone who is anxious about control might act like a “control freak,” who needs everything done his or her way. In contrast, someone who is anxious about being in control may decide to let others call the shots. Someone anxious about connection might act like a social leech while someone else might withdraw or reject others. Someone anxious about competence might be a braggart while someone else might act like a failure.

Imagine you have a co-worker named Steve. Here is how you see him, if you look at him only with fury rather than with curiosity:

Steve is arrogant, opinionated, and sloppy about his work and yet highly critical of others. He often makes crude or insensitive comments to people and reacts very defensively to any type of suggestion or criticism, no matter how constructive.

Steve “stumbled” onto his job at our company, and the job is a little out of his league. He knows it. Yet he won’t ask for help or advice. 15

How might you apply the 3 C’s (control, connection, and competence) to Steve in order to better understand his behavior?

Perhaps Steve is using his arrogance to push people away and avoid connection because he’s afraid others will reject him. (And is it just possible that the culture at this company is not as accepting as it could be?) Or Steve may be very insecure about his competence and thinks that he’s safer if he keeps people at a distance (and when a mistake leads people to conclude that you’re “out of your league,” can you blame him?). If we can understand Steve’s anxieties, we may be able to relate to him better. For instance, maybe it would be better to connect with him, especially when he’s not being obnoxious, and perhaps he’ll feel more accepted and less likely to push people away. Maybe if his co-workers complimented his occasional successes, he might be more open to their criticism.

When you think about the people whom you find challenging, consider what may be making them anxious and use that insight to look at them differently and perhaps act toward them differently.

When someone is anxious about control, you might


	Keep him or her informed and up to date.

	Offer choices and decisions.

	Seek agreement (“I thought I’d do x. Is that okay with you?”).

	Ask, “What role would you like to have in this project?”



When someone is anxious about connection, you might


	Make a point of showing the person attention when it’s convenient for you.

	Tactfully and directly set limits when she or he wants too much of your time.

	Offer greetings or conversation in low-keyed, small doses.

	Ask a question you know she or he can answer “yes” to.



When someone is anxious about competence, you might


	Give genuine positive feedback when you can.

	Avoid putting the person on the spot in front of others.

	Give the person a task you know she or he can do successfully.

	Praise accomplishments matter-of-factly rather than effusively



16
Now that we’ve offered you some general advice, let’s look at some specific situations where the strategy of “being curious rather than furious” will pay off. 17

Breaking In a New Boss
Q:

“My new boss acts like he knows more than I do about producing our product, even though this is his first year with the company. He doesn’t show respect for my knowledge and competence. How am I going to work with him?”

[image: image]

 18
A: When we don’t like or don’t understand someone, we have a tendency to write off that person and declare him or her a lost cause. Dismissing or labeling the person may give us a momentary sense of satisfaction, but it doesn’t shed any light on the person’s behavior. The people-smart alternative is to make a serious effort to understand the person’s motives and perspective. This is not the same as liking or accepting the person; it’s more like approaching him or her scientifically.

Once you’ve made the crucial decision to try to understand your boss, there are numerous ways to go about it. One is to ask him questions. That doesn’t mean give him the third degree, but rather, interview him in a friendly way to learn more about his views and experiences. You might ask him how he’s doing at getting used to the place, what he studied in college, where he’s from, and so on. Listen attentively and responsively. You can also give some thought as to how differences between you may be hindering understanding. Differences in style, age, sex, and culture, for example, can sometimes lead to misunderstanding and conflicting viewpoints. If your boss is a young guy who grew up in the age of instant technology (whereas you didn’t), perhaps the two of you have different expectations about how long it takes to learn something new.

You can also try to look below the surface and ask yourself what your boss might be anxious about. We all need the 3 C’s:

control, connection with others, and competence. But sometimes people are overly anxious about one or more of these issues. As the “new kid on the block,” your boss may be anxious about whether people more senior than he see him as a competent, capable manager. People who are anxious about competence are very sensitive about appearing uninformed or out of their league in any way. Asking your advice may simply be too threatening a step for your boss to take right now. If you try to help put him at ease and acknowledge his strengths, he may become more open to you in time. 19

When a Customer
Is Furious

Q:
“I hate it when customers unload on me. Whether they have a reason or not, people shouldn’t just yell, complain, and carry on. Sometimes it’s almost impossible to get a word in edgewise, and I feel like I’m getting ready to blow up, myself. How should I handle these unpleasant situations?”
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20
A: When a customer unloads, our instinct is often to strike back (“Fine, Mr. Norton, then remove your own gall bladder!”). Alas, this is not the people-smart approach. Instead, try these three key steps to pacify an angry customer: keep calm, identify the problem, and defuse the anger.

Keep calm. Although it’s easier said than done, the first rule in dealing with an irate customer is not to take their anger personally. Do not become defensive. It will only make him or her angrier. You are the company in the customer’s eyes, so try to personify the company and give it a compassionate, human voice. It may also help to recognize the customer as someone who is under a lot of stress at the moment. No one is at his or her best under those circumstances. By recognizing the customer as anxious and distressed, it will become a little easier not to take the anger personally.

Identify the problem. Listen. Offer empathy and acknowledgment by succinctly paraphrasing or summarizing what the customer says and by identifying how he or she must be feeling.

Ask questions to elicit further information and to clarify the customer’s concerns. Find the kernel of truth behind the complaint.

Defuse the anger. Show understanding and acknowledge the customer’s point. It’s crucial to disarm the customer’s anger in this way before you go on to offer a solution, or he or she may not feel heard. When the customer says, “This rental car is a total mess!” you might say, “Yes, used cigarette butts in the ashtray can be really gross. I’m sorry. That shouldn’t have gotten by.”If the customer is venting without making a specific request, then after acknowledging their anger, you might reframe by asking, “What would be a solution to this situation for you?”

It’s always tempting to meet anger with anger, but it’s almost never productive to do so. If you can be curious when the customer is furious, the likelihood is that the customer will still be around long after his or her anger is gone. 21

When You Become the
Boss of Former Colleagues

Q: “I was recently promoted and now supervise several individuals who were my peers within the department. Most of them have accepted the change and treat me with friendly respect. One of them, however, seems to constantly test the limits of our new work relationship. She teases me about being the big cheese, even in front of others, and she pops into my office to pump me for information about what’s “really” going on in the organization. Not only that, but she even offers me all sorts of unwanted advice about how to handle others in the department. We had a pretty close relationship, but her behavior is making me want to avoid her now. Is there a tactful way to set her straight?”

[image: image]
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A: You might begin by giving some thought to what may be driving her behavior. Do you think she’s afraid of losing her personal connection with you? Or is it more likely that she sees you as a shortcut to the fast lane? By trying to walk in her shoes and identify her motives, you may be better able to decide on the appropriate blend of reassurance and limit setting you can use to redirect her.

Certainly, limits are in order. Tell her calmly but firmly, “I don’t have time to talk right now” or “I don’t have any news I can share with you” when she invades your space or pumps you for inside information.

The most effective step you can take is to meet with her and provide some frank feedback about how her behavior is affecting you, along with a specific request for change. You can honor the peer relationship the two of you have had by taking her into your confidence—but on your terms. Tell her something like this:

“You know that I value your friendship and I believe I can be completely honest with you. This promotion has put me in a new role and I need some time and space to settle into it. I know you have lots of ideas and enthusiasm, but I’m going to request that you do something important for me. I’d like you to back off a bit for the next three months while I get my feet under my desk and learn my new territory. Please keep sharing your ideas in meetings and when I ask you for suggestions, which I definitely will. But it would help me a lot if you’d give me some leeway right now and let me be the one to come to you. Can you do that for me?”

It’s unlikely she’ll refuse such a graciously worded request. Thank her for her help and tell her you know you can count on her. By the time your three-month “grace” period has passed, she’ll have adjusted to the change in your relationship. Or else one or both of you will have gotten promoted out of the situation. 23

Understanding Your
Boss’s Priorities

Q: “My boss treats my ‘in box’ like his personal recycling bin. He turns over all kinds of projects to me with no clear indication of what his priorities are. I don’t like to keep bugging him with questions, but I need some kind of guidelines about what he expects. Also, some of these assignments are pretty boring and I’d like him to give me more interesting and challenging projects to work on. But I don’t know what’s important to him.”

[image: image]
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A: Trying to grab your supervisor’s attention when he’s on the run is not a good way to seek his input about priorities. Instead, propose a meeting to discuss the issue and couch your request in terms of wanting to get a better handle on his current goals and concerns so that you can better organize your efforts to support him. Bring your “to do” list to the meeting.

There are various frameworks for assigning priority to tasks. One helpful approach is to consider three dimensions of any task. A project that scores high on all three is the one to start with. See if you and your boss can use this framework as a common language to discuss his goals and concerns.

Urgency. Determine how much external pressure there is to complete the task. Supervisors and customers are major sources of pressure to get things done. Deadlines create urgency as well. You need to understand how your boss perceives the urgency of the tasks he is delegating to you.

Doability. If a task is relatively easy to do and the necessary resources and support are available, it is likely to be accomplished quickly and successfully. You may be in a better position than your boss to assess the doability of a task he assigns you. If doability is low, it’s helpful to spell out what it will take to do the job and how this may impact other projects.

Motivation. Here’s where your interests come into play. You want more opportunity to work on projects that challenge you. But you need to know more about your supervisor’s wish list in order to link your interests to his.

When you meet with your boss, rather than starting with your task list, ask him questions about his current goals, concerns, hopes, and interests. See if you can interpret back to him where the items on your task list fit in. Your aim is to be able to think about assignments the way he does. You might reflect back: “It sounds like x, y, and z are probably the top priorities right now. I’ll get right on them. If I can clear some time by the end of the week, are there any special projects I could start on to help you prepare for your meeting with Briggs next month?”‘If you can think of something you’d like to do that would mesh with his needs, suggest it. 25

Responding to a Critical
 Co-worker

Q: “One of my teammates constantly belittles my ideas. He even makes faces and wisecracks during meetings when I speak. I feel like throwing a cup of coffee at him! Why would he treat me this way?”

[image: image]
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A: Snipers like your co-worker try to elevate themselves at the expense of others. Behavior like this can be infuriating and really tests your ability to work peoplesmart. But try to get curious enough to answer your own question: Why does he do this? Are you a threat to him? Is he so insecure in his position that he’s going to these lengths to look important? Does he crave attention? Use your insights to head him off at the pass.

If you can stand it, try reaching out to him in a proactive way. Share your ideas with him ahead of time and ask for his feedback. Find something you like or respect about him (even if it’s just his taste in ties) and comment about it to others. Give this approach a few weeks. You may find that he now derives more selfesteem from being your ally than being your critic.

If this doesn’t work, focus on how you respond to his stealth attacks, especially when others are present. When he makes a face or a negative comment, stop your presentation. Just look at him for a long moment, then calmly ask him to share his specific concerns. Stay focused on content and don’t refer to how childish his shenanigans are. Try saying something like “Jim, you seem uncomfortable with this. Please tell me what your reservations are.” If he resists, press him: “No, please, I’d really like to hear your thoughts.”  When he does share, invite others to react. They may become your allies. Depending on the situation, you may also want to acknowledge his implied criticism, but insist on finishing what you have to say (“Jim, I can see you have some issues. If you’ll hold your thoughts for another ten minutes, we’ll have some time for discussion when I finish the presentation.”). The principle here is that the sniper is most comfortable shooting from the sidelines, wearing his camouflage gear. By shining a floodlight on him, you expose his game and take control of the situation. 27

When Someone’s
Performance Is Slipping

Q:
 “One of my direct reports seems to be on the skids. He’s normally a good worker, but lately his reports are just not up to par. When I tried to discuss it with him and offer some suggestions for improvement, he got really defensive. I feel like I’m in a bind. I don’t see how I can just ignore what’s going on, but I don’t want to pry or get inappropriately personal either. What’s the best way to help this guy?”

[image: image]
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A: A doctor wouldn’t treat symptoms without making a diagnosis. A good mechanic wouldn’t try to fix your car without figuring out what’s broken. Before you can resolve whatever problem is going on with your direct report, you need to understand it. We suggest you “interview” rather than interrogate him with the goal of learning how he sees the situation.

Interviewing is a form of active listening aimed at uncovering information—without putting the other person on the spot. When you interview, key behaviors include the following:


	Ask questions and dig for deeper understanding.

	Solicit the other person’s viewpoint, while holding back on your own.

	Seek clarification and illuminate how the other person is feeling.

	Demonstrate understanding of what the person is sharing.



Make some time to sit down with your direct report, and start by stating in a calm, straightforward way that you’ve noticed that his recent reports aren’t up to his usual high standards and you’d like to understand how he sees the situation. You might ask, “How do you think this report compares with what you usually turn in?”‘Once you get the ball rolling, make a point of being receptive and responsive to anything he says. An excellent way to do this is by paraphrasing.

When you paraphrase, you feed back, succinctly and in your own words, the most important elements of the person’s message. Paraphrasing gets a bad name because people often do it poorly, either by parroting the same words the person just said or by using some hackneyed formula, like “so I hear you saying…” In contrast, when you capture and reflect the heart of what someone tells you, you begin to gain the person’s trust and encourage her or him to open up further. So the interview with your direct report might sound something like this: 29

You: “How do you think this report compares with what you usually turn in?”

D.R.: “All right, well, it’s a little below par. I’m sorry.”

You: “So you’re not entirely happy with it either. Can you tell me what you think may have contributed to the change?”

D.R.: “Well, since Jim was transferred to sales, I’m not getting the same information I used to get. I guess the report suffers for it.”

You: “You sound frustrated.”

D.R.: “I am! I don’t like doing a second-rate job, but I don’t see how I can produce the same quality in the same time with less support.”

You can move to a problem-solving mode after you have adequately explored the situation. Your solutions are more likely to be effective when you understand the problem.

30
When an Unfamiliar
Accent Interferes with
Your Understanding

Q: “One of my clients is Asian and speaks with a pretty heavy accent. Often I just can’t understand what she’s saying. I find this very embarrassing and, much of the time, I just nod and pretend I do understand. For all I know, she’s telling me I’m the premier idiot of the Western world and I’m standing there nodding and smiling. But I just feel so self-conscious about asking her to repeat herself all the time.
What can I do?”

[image: image]
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A: We recommend that you change your approach, starting with a new mindset about your situation. Recognize that denying your difficulty in understanding your client is compounding the problem, rather than solving it. Not only do you feel awkward, but you may be missing or misconstruing important information (maybe she said you should consult with the premier idiot of the Western world). Besides, your client undoubtedly realizes you don’t understand her and doesn’t appreciate being patronized or ignored. So we suggest you resolve to address rather than avoid your communication problem with the client.

Our advice: embrace your differences, rather than deny them. Talk about your communication difficulties, but also express your interest in and appreciation for your client’s language and culture. Tell her that her accent is unusual, fascinating, charming, or whatever description rings true for you, and acknowledge that sometimes your provincial American ears have trouble deciphering her words. Say, “It’s important to me to understand you completely. I hope you won’t be offended if I ask you to repeat yourself or speak more slowly.”

Moreover, don’t be afraid to express your respectful curiosity about her background and culture. Ask where she’s from and invite her to tell you about her country of origin (e.g., are business practices different there?). When you have difficulty understanding what she says, you might ask her how she would say the same thing in her native language. No doubt, if you try to repeat it, your accent will be a hundred times worse than hers.

It’s okay to acknowledge our differences, as long as we do so respectfully. Sometimes ignoring them is like pretending we don’t see the elephant sitting in the living room. It’s unrealistic and nonproductive. 33

When Someone Is a
Mystery You’d Rather
Not Solve

Q:
“I have a colleague who’s a total piece of work. She’s a real perfectionist. It takes her forever to get anything done, which makes for big headaches when we have to work on a project together. And of course she’s never satisfied with what anyone else produces. She doesn’t mesh with the team. For instance, on casual Friday, when everyone wears jeans to work, she comes in wearing one of her prissy little suits. She seems to keep people at a distance. I’m generally a pretty friendly, easygoing person, but she’s just too much of a challenge to get along with. Do I really have to make the effort, or can I just try to work around her?”

34
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A: It isn’t very difficult to work with people we enjoy and identify with. Working people-smart entails finding ways to understand and reach out to those we’d rather avoid. You never have to like this person, or give her your vote as employee of the month. But if you find a way to work with her, you’ll probably spend less time feeling aggravated and you will look like a real team player.

Consider your co-worker’s needs. She seems pretty anxious about control, as if she feels comfortable only when she’s the one carrying the ball. What happens when you try to pull the ball away from someone like that? They just hold on more tightly. If you accept that she has this anxiety (even though you don’t share it), it becomes easier to choose an approach that may better meet her needs.

When you work with her on a project, make a point of seeking her input up front about how the end product should look, how much time the project will require, and so forth. Keep her informed about your own progress (not because you need a watchdog, but because her anxiety requires it).

By your description, she is out of sync with the style of the group. Maybe she’s anxious about being included and anticipates rejection. It’s not your job to become her therapist, but if you are persistent about reaching out in a low-key way (just saying “good morning” or asking how her weekend went), over time she may become a little less distant with you. Eventually, others in the office will be seeking your advice on how to deal with her. 35
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