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INTRODUCTION
MANAGING DIFFICULT PEOPLE is challenging, but it can be done!
Some people are a joy to work with and others are not. This is hardly an original observation. As a manager, however, you can't stand idly by and watch as difficult people disrupt your work environment, because it never favors business success. Quite the contrary is true. The antics difficult people pull are often enough to anger even the saints among us. Customers, clients, company executives, coworkers, vendors — anyone and everyone is a potential target for abuse. And abuse is not too strong a word.
So what makes problem employees think it's okay to behave in such destructive ways? After all, these people are collecting paychecks from the company, and you would think they would perform admirably, if for no other reason than to ensure their job security and keep those paychecks coming.
Many managers have pondered the motivations of difficult employees, and you'll find some explanations in the pages of this book. More importantly, though, you'll discover tips, strategies, and techniques for coping with difficult people, whether you can figure out their motivations or not.
You might be surprised to discover that some difficult people actually think their managers are the difficult ones. “Who, me?” you ask. “Nonsense.” You might not realize you're being difficult, but virtually all the collected wisdom on the subject says this is likely. Remember, angry words and disruptive maneuvers only beget more of the same.
When a difficult person confronts a manager, often, the manager unknowingly becomes defensive. Let's say, for example, that a disgruntled employee storms into his manager's office and shouts, “Executives in this company don't care about people, they only care about money.”
His manager might respond with something like:“We don't run this company for fun, we run it for profit. If we didn't, you and I wouldn't be here.” As this exchange continues, voices rise and it's likely that blood pressures rise, too. Tension mounts, and round and round these two go. As the situation escalates, both manager and employee spout comments they'd never think of uttering under normal conditions. Each one considers the other insensitive, inflexible, stubborn, or worse. Voila — the manager earns a reputation for being a difficult person!
Now back up for a moment, to the point when the angry employee shouts, “Executives in this company don't care about people, they only care about money!” Things wouldn't spiral out of control if, instead of getting defensive, you as the manager say in a moderate tone of voice, “Jim, let's step into my office. We'll sit down together and you can tell me what makes you think so.”
When you respond in such a manner, you're the one in control. You're a skilled communicator who knows how to deal with an employee like Jim. The customers listening to this exchange admire your response. Your response now stands in strong contrast to Jim's angry outburst and eviscerates his credibility.
This little book combines the best of what is already known about managing difficult people with practical, do-it-now strategies you'll use to get desired results. Practical strategies exist because people have basic needs and their responses to perceived challenges are predictable.
You'll need to customize some of your actions and responses to address the specific idiosyncrasies of particular employees. To help you zero in on particular issues and determine appropriate solutions, ten different types of difficult people are scrutinized in this book. These include:
	The Bully
	The Complainer or Whiner
	The Procrastinator
	The Know-It-All
	The Silent Type
	The Social Butterfly
	The “No People Skills” Person
	The Rookie
	The Overly Sensitive Person
	The Manipulator

Right now, you might be wrestling with challenges that one or more of these employee types presents. Entire chapters are devoted to each one, so if you recognize any of your employees in these descriptions, turn to the appropriate chapter to confirm your suspicions. If, for instance, you think that Jim is a complainer and whiner, then read that section and discover how to deal with him.
Have you considered that maybe Jim isn't a “go to” person? Or did you know that any expertise he possesses (computer operations, for instance) might be underutilized because coworkers and colleagues typically give a whiner a wide berth?
In addition to honing razor-sharp communication skills that will enable you to prevent or manage Jim's outbursts, you'll know more about what to expect and not expect from this sort of employee. It's a little like having a crystal ball at your disposal: You can “see” into the future. Consider the possibilities!
This is just one example of the valuable insights you'll gain by examining the various types of difficult employees and the problems they present. Managing Difficult People is laced with so much valuable information, it might be the last managing difficult people book you'll ever need to read.


1 NEGATIVE BEHAVIOR IN THE WORKPLACE



MANAGERS' ATTITUDES AFFECT EMPLOYEE PERFORMANCE
NEGATIVE EMPLOYEES AFFECT everyone around them with their “downer” attitudes. Their behavior poisons the work environment. No wonder absenteeism escalates, employee retention is seriously challenged, and productivity ratchets downward. And when customers are repeatedly subjected to negative employees, it's only a matter of time before they take their business elsewhere. Nothing favorable results from permitting negative employees to spew their cynicism into the office environment. Once you focus on how detrimental these people can be to your department's success you'll want to raise your antennae to detect this behavior with dispatch.
MAKING THE NECESSARY DISTINCTIONS
It's important to remember there are times when everyone — you included — behaves as though storm clouds are everywhere. Worries about an ailing parent, a friend's divorce, or a rebellious teenager can take the bounce out of anyone's step. Likewise, workplace challenges such as learning to operate a new computer program or tackling an assignment with different people sometimes impacts behavior. (These are the times when others think, “He's just not himself, lately.”)
It takes an observant manager to make distinctions. You won't use the same strategies with employees who are going through a difficult period as you will with employees who are chronically difficult. That's not to say that some actions won't be recommended. Still, these folks will predictably return to “normal” when their concerns pass. The behavior of a truly negative employee is typical, however, and it won't change. At least not without good reason, and it behooves you to find a way to make that happen.
SETTING REALISTIC EXPECTATIONS
Beware of false expectations. As a manager, you're in the driver's seat and, like it or not, you're going to have to deal with problem employees. Take a hypothetical employee named Jones, for instance, who is a chronic pessimist. Maybe you keep telling yourself things like, “I'll figure out how to get Jones to see the glass is half-full,” or “All he needs are some pats on the back. I'll send him a note and praise his work in front of others.” Beware of making promises to yourself that you can't keep — you'll undermine your performance.
After repeated attempts to get Jones to drop his negative remarks and obnoxious behavior you might be ready to toss up your hands and surrender. Maybe if you ignore the problem, it will go away. So you tell yourself, “I can't give Jones and his nasty ways any more of my attention.” This is certainly an option. But Jones won't change. If you think you can ignore him without suffering the consequences, you're entertaining false expectations.
Maybe the Jones problem won't be solved unless you fire him. That's an option, too, and it's discussed later in this book. But what if, for example, Jones and his actuarial skills are valuable to the organization? Or what if the Chairman of the Board, as a favor to someone, hired Jones? Technically speaking you can fire him, but practically speaking you've got to live with him.
If you map out a plan for dealing with Jones and don't count on overnight miracles, you're on solid ground. Can you map out a plan without obtaining new information? You might want to seek input from colleagues. You're probably going to plug in some strategies you'll find in this book. Help is available, and that's a comforting notion. Still, when you try something new and different you're heading into unknown territory and, thus, you are more vulnerable. Recognize that a trial-and-error period is necessary and you won't doubt your leadership abilities. Maintain reasonable expectations and keep your good humor intact.
This book offers tips, strategies, and methods you can use or adapt. At the same time, be on the lookout for additional material that supports you in this goal. (For example: The Everything® Coaching and Mentoring Book by Nicholas Nigro or The Everything® Leadership Book by Bob Adams.)
A MANAGER'S ATTITUDE INFLUENCES OUTCOME
Attitudes are contagious, so make sure you have one that's worth catching. Prepare yourself to manage for success:
• Sustain a positive outlook. Cultivate a can-do spirit, and you will be an inspiration to employees. And, when that's a tall order, fake it until you make it!
• Be known as a fair person. Employees want to be treated fairly, and you must take the necessary steps to make sure they feel that is the case.
• Keep an eye on morale. Morale at the workplace can be affected positively or negatively by an incident that, although it might seem insignificant to you, might be very important to your employees. A contented group of employees will do more and better work than an unhappy group.
• Set an example. If you want your employees to work hard and succeed, then set an example by doing so yourself. Be a spectacular role model!
• Take responsibility for your actions. If something goes wrong and it's your fault, step up to the plate and acknowledge whatever it is that went wrong and why.
• Maintain your sense of humor. Don't take yourself too seriously, and don't be in such a hurry that you haven't got time to tell or listen to a positive (tasteful) story. Studies suggest laughter and good humor go a long way in helping employees function well in the workplace.
• Acknowledge good work through praise. Everyone wants to hear “well done” now and then, so make sure you acknowledge good work. Say it privately and say it within earshot of others, too.
• Give credit for ideas. If one of your employees comes up with a great idea, by all means give that person the credit he or she deserves. Don't allow anyone to take an employee's idea and pass it off as his own. (Managers are sometimes accused of stealing an employee's idea; be scrupulous about avoiding even a hint of such a thing.)
Beyond the basic guidelines listed above, a good manager must possess other positive qualities:
• Understanding: Conventional wisdom dictates that you walk in someone else's shoes before you judge her. Keep that in mind when dealing with people in the workplace.
• Good communication skills: Keep your communication skills in good working order. You might want to join speaking organizations to learn how to be a better public speaker. But don't stop there. You communicate when you send a memo, write e-mail, and lead a meeting. There's no such thing as being a “perfect” communicator. An excellent manager will view the pursuit of this art as a work in progress.
• Strong listening skills: When was the last time you really listened to someone when he was talking to you? Did you give him your full, undivided attention, or was your mind thinking about five other different things? And when you are listening, do you really know what it is people are trying to tell you? (You might have to ask probing questions in order to get the message.)
• Leadership: Employees need good leaders to help guide them, so make sure your leadership skills are enviable and on-duty.
• Common sense: You'll need more than your fair share if you expect to be a good manager of people. Some managers toss common sense out the window and then foolishly wonder what happened when things go wrong.
• Honesty: Be honest and ethical in all of your business dealings — period!
• A desire to encourage: Encouragement is different than praise. Encouragement helps someone who hasn't yet achieved the goal. Employees need your input and encouragement from time to time in order to be successful, so be prepared to fill that role.
What's Your People Style?
Before you can analyze the personality styles and people skills of the employees you manage, you should first learn a little bit about your own. Answer “yes” or “no” to the following questions:
	I enjoy meeting new people and am at ease in new social situations.
	People tell me I have a great sense of humor.
	I always look for the best in people.
	I believe that attitude is important in everyone.
	I lead by example.
	People feel they can trust me.
	I don't mind listening to people's problems.
	I consider myself a fair supervisor.
	People are a company's biggest and best asset.
	People should always take responsibility for their actions.

If you answered “yes” to all ten statements, congratulations — you're probably an excellent “people person.”If you said “no” to four or more statements, then you might need to brush up on your people skills. (Consider attending seminars or reading more books on the topic. Everyday Business Etiquette, 1st Books Library, September 2003, is one such recommended title.)
• An ability to delegate: Be ready to give responsibility to others when necessary. Learn how to monitor progress without encroaching on their assignments. Learn what you can from books, seminars, and other resources that concentrate on the art of delegation.
• Solid organizational skills: While some people thrive on chaos, most people prefer to work in an organized environment. Do you consider yourself organized? If not, take necessary steps to fine-tune these skills.
• Creativity: Among other things, creativity will help you to solve problems by coming up with more than one solution to the same challenge. If at first you don't succeed, tweak your approach.
Managing people can be challenging, but at the same time it can be fulfilling and rewarding, both for you and for the company's bottom line.
THE POWER OF MOTIVATION
Motivation is a powerful tool when you know how to use it properly. Have you ever given any thought to what actually motivates an employee to excel? In other words, why do some employees seem as if they are always putting in the extra effort, going the extra mile to get their jobs done, while other employees barely scrape by? The reason employees — or any people, for that matter — behave in a particular way is considered to be a motive. It's your job to help provide motives for your employees to want to do their very best.
MASLOW'S THEORY OF THE HIERARCHY OF NEEDS
Through the years, there have been many explanations as to what really motivates people. Psychologist Abraham Maslow developed one of the more popular theories. Maslow called it, his hierarchy of needs. He determined that when one level of a person's needs is satisfied, then the next level has the greatest influence on that person's behavior. This theory has helped many business owners and managers gain a better understanding of employees' workplace behavior. The levels are as follows:
• Physiological needs must be met: includes food, water, air, rest, and shelter.
• Safety needs must be met: includes protection from physical harm and freedom from fear of deprivation.
• Social needs must be met: includes friendships, affection, and acceptance.
• Esteem needs must be met: includes self-respect, respect of others, recognition, and achievement.
• Self-actualization needs must be met: includes a person's realization of individual potential, creative talents, and personal future fulfillment.
MEETING EMPLOYEES' NEEDS
If you were to use Maslow's theory, how would it compare to how you are meeting the needs of your employees? Let's look at each one and see how you can use them to help motivate your workers.
	Hopefully, you are providing a working environment that meets all of your employees' physiological needs. It doesn't take much to provide a cafeteria or lunchroom, along with adequate restroom facilities.
	The safety issue is just basic common sense. If your employees can't feel safe at work, then you must be doing something wrong. Over the past few years there has been an increase in the number of workplace shootings and violence. Management should strive to make the workplace safe.
	The social needs can be tricky. You want your employees to have a sense of social acceptance, but you don't want them to be socializing all of the time. Provide special times when socializing can take place. For example, plan a gathering to celebrate someone's birthday or wedding.
	If people thrive with a sense of self-respect, recognition, and achievement, then it's your job to provide just that. Treat your employees with respect, let them know when they have done a good job, and reward them for their achievements, and they will return the favor by being loyal and working hard.
	The self-actualization needs can also be easy for you to fulfill. When you see a person who is having difficulty performing his or her job, ask yourself: Does that person really have the skills and interest level required to be able to perform that task well? For example, if you have a payroll clerk who is having trouble working with numbers, but she seems to be a creative person, then move that person to a more creative position. Creative people cannot stand to work at the same job, day in and day out, all year round. A creative person who is forced to work in accounting is really like a fish out of water. Throw that person back into the pond, and let him or her experience the opportunity to be a loyal and hardworking employee.

OTHER MOTIVATIONAL FACTORS
Frederick Herzberg, another psychologist, also developed his own explanations as to what motivates employees. He suggested that satisfaction and dissatisfaction on the job come from two different sets of factors. One set is referred to as the “motivating” factors and the other set is called the “hygiene” factors.
The motivating factors include the following:
• Recognition
• Achievement
• Responsibility
• Opportunity for advancement
• The job itself
Herzberg theorized that those motivating factors were all related to internal satisfaction, and that they had the power to influence employees to improve their performance.
The hygiene factors include the following:
• Salary
• Company policies
• Working conditions
• Relationships with other employees
Herzberg speculated that the hygiene factors must be present in order to prevent job dissatisfaction, but that it is really the motivating factors that influence the employees to do the best job that they possibly can.
INCENTIVES AND REWARDS
As a manager, your job is to develop a work environment where the employee meets the needs of your business, and your business meets the needs of the employee. When that happens, a successful business environment results, and everyone is working toward the same common goal.
What can your company do to help your employees want to put forth their best effort? If you want to know what the majority of your employees feel would be a good incentive and reward, consider drafting a questionnaire. Keep it simple; just a few questions should give you the results for which you are looking. You will end up with a very good list to choose from to create an incentive and reward program that will work at your business.
Following is a list of some possible incentives and rewards (remember to involve your employees in discussions about any of these options):
• Profit sharing: There's nothing like good old fashioned profit sharing to motivate employees to perform at their best. Come up with a profit sharing plan that works best for your company. Gather input from your employees. Ask people how they feel about such a plan, and ask them for their ideas to help make it succeed and benefit all concerned.
• Time off: There isn't an employee on the planet who isn't always looking forward to his next day off (with pay, that is). So why not build in some time off as a reward and incentive for doing well?
• Trips to exotic locations: People who work in sales for major corporations are used to these. Many big companies send their best salespeople on paid annual vacations, and those vacations are powerful motivators that encourage salespeople to do their best and excel at their jobs. You can probably come up with a plan that works for your budget and corporate culture.
• Free merchandise: Who doesn't like free stuff? It can be something that your own company produces or something from an outside vendor. There are plenty of companies that specialize in employee incentive plans by offering a wide variety of merchandise in their catalogs.
• Employee of the month (or quarter): Whatever works for your corporate culture, make sure you reward employees who excel above and beyond the call of duty with a special award. For example, you can reward the employee by giving him a prime parking space, listing an honorable mention in the company newsletter, or hanging a picture of her on the office wall. Some companies even offer extra time off for employees who receive an employee of the month award.
MONEY ISN'T EVERYTHING
Remember the old joke about money not being everything? Well, here's a real puzzle for you. To an employee, money isn't everything, but at the same time, money is everything. Confused? You should be, because any time you factor money into an equation that concerns employee motivation and satisfaction, confusion is bound to result.
Employees want to feel as if they are being adequately rewarded for the job they are performing for your company. But in addition to earning a fair hourly wage or salary, other factors are important to your employees. These include the following:
• Pension plans: Who doesn't worry about his or her financial future when reaching retirement age? Your employees are no exception, and many will seek out an employer who can offer a pension or retirement plan. Pension plans are subject to approval by the Internal Revenue Service since they represent a business expense, so make sure you're doing things by the book before you proceed. You can get information about pension plans from local banks and other financial institutions.
• Health insurance: These days, health insurance is a very important benefit, and the more you can help your employees afford it, the more loyal and hard working they might be. Small business owners can often provide health insurance without going broke. Make sure you compare several plans before choosing the right one for you and your employees. And when rates go up each year (as they most surely will), shop around and see if another health insurance company might be willing to work out a better deal with you in order to get your business.
• Life insurance: Life insurance is also an important benefit to many employees. Shop around and compare plans carefully before signing on the dotted line.
• Tuition reimbursement: Some executives believe it's important for their employees to be able to continue their education. As an incentive, consider refunding all or part of your employees' tuition when they finish courses successfully.
• Paid vacations: Let's face it, we all need a vacation at least once a year. And if that vacation is a paid one, then it becomes a real benefit and incentive for an employee to work toward making that goal become a reality. Some businesses offer paid vacations that are based on the length of service of the employee. Ask your employees for their input and see what they think.
• Leave of absence: In addition to complying with the Family Medical Leave Act, you might consider offering additional time off in the form of a leave of absence if special circumstances call for it. Survey your employees and seek their input on this potential incentive, too.
You'll have to confer with Human Resources and other experts in order to put most of these incentives to work at your company. When you survey employees or otherwise obtain their opinions and requests, let them know approval will be dependent on input from legal, accounting and insurance experts.
When you ask for someone's input, you owe the person the courtesy of a follow-up. What happened and why? If you don't plan to keep those lines of communication open, it's better to refrain from soliciting this kind of feedback.
If you pay close attention to your employees' needs, keep your expectations realistic, and exemplify the positive qualities of a good leader, it will go a long way toward keeping the majority of your staff on positive ground. In doing so, you'll also help yourself to deal with any troublesome negaholics who cross your path.


WHAT'S A “NEGAHOLIC,” AND WHY SHOULD I CARE?
NEGATIVITY IN THE WORKPLACE is so prevalent, it's practically epidemic. In this book, the term “negaholic” is used to demonstrate the addictive aspect of negativity. This sort of negativity is dysfunctional, counterproductive, and contagious, yet to the negaholic it's strangely familiar. It's more comfortable for this individual to continue behaving badly than it is to consider the temporary pain of change. Like the common cold, negaholics can spread their “doom and gloom” about everything to anyone who is willing to listen or sympathize.
THE ANATOMY OF A NEGAHOLIC
As a manager, you've probably seen your fair share of negaholics. Consider, for example, those negative people at staff meetings who seem to find fault with everything you suggest. “That won't work here,” or, “Are you crazy? I'm not doing that!” they might say.
Certain characteristics are common among negative people:
• They usually keep to themselves. They rarely want to participate in group activities, and if they are forced to do so, the group's morale takes a nosedive.
• They often act selfishly and almost never consider another person's needs or wants.
• They never think a project will succeed, even if they're in charge.
• They have an “I can't” attitude instead of an “I can” attitude.
• They spend much of their time criticizing their employer and every business decision made.
• They might have a dysfunctional personal life and prefer that coworkers are miserable along with them. (“Misery loves company” is their motto.)• They shy away from taking risks. Asking them to operate outside of their comfort zones is practically out of the question.
• They focus on the negatives, when everyone else looks on the bright side.
• They seek out “lose-lose” situations, instead of “win-win” situations.
• They tend to be secretive and avoid communicating with people whenever they can.
• They sometimes suffer from mood swings and are happy one minute yet miserable the next.
• They frequently take control of a situation and seek opportunities to make a mess of a project. When they succeed, they're quick to blame others for what happened.
• They are impulsive decision makers and usually make the wrong decision (sometimes on purpose).
ARE YOU A NEGAHOLIC?
Negaholics don't earn accolades in the workplace and seldom climb high on the ladder of success. Before you attempt to steer your employees away from this destructive behavior do some self-examination by taking this short quiz.
	Are you obsessed with negative thoughts about your job/company?
	Do you have trouble with authority figures?
	Are you determined to make people see everything “your way”?
	Are you always looking for the bad in people, instead of the good?
	Do you have trouble focusing on the whole project as a success, and instead look for little pockets of trouble?
	Do you fret over world events and assume things will never get better?
	Do you drift from job to job and anticipate more of the same in the future?
	Do you look at a glass as half empty instead of half full?
	Do you think of yourself as a “loser” instead of a “winner”?
	Are you rarely happy?

If you answered “yes” to three or more of these questions, then you might also be a negaholic. This condition can sneak up on you! The good news is, you can change. The best news is that you're going to know a lot more about negaholics by the time you finish reading this book, and you'll learn how to manage them.
THE FINAL ANALYSIS
People are human, and humans are known for their unusual and difficult behavior. If you have an employee who is difficult, you can either transfer him or her to another department, or take the time to help this person become a happy, healthy, and productive employee. While the first option might sound tempting, you should opt for finding ways to modify and reshape behavior. It might seem like an insurmountable task, but when it is successfully completed you will feel a sense of accomplishment, and your employee will benefit immensely.
As you plan your course of action, here are some additional questions to ask yourself:
1. Is this person really being difficult? Before you make a big mistake, consider whether the person in question is truly a negaholic. Maybe she is just being difficult because she has a problem and doesn't know how to solve it. When people have problems, they sometimes lash out at their colleagues.
2. Can the problem be solved quietly? Sometimes it's just a matter of pulling the person aside and saying, “Hey, you need to get your act together because you're starting to be a real thorn in people's sides.” If the situation can be handled “off the record,” by all means, do so.
3. Does the problem really need your attention, or can someone else handle it? Perhaps a project leader or supervisor might be able to handle it for you. Just don't wait so long that the problem escalates further.
4. How can you help this person? While you might be tempted to give this negaholic a one-way ticket to Siberia, focus instead on past successes. Has this person been a team player up until now? Don't give up completely on a negaholic until you have tried several creative solutions to fix the problem.
DEALING WITH INEFFECTIVE WORK SKILLS
Just as too much negativity is problematic and must be managed, so do other excesses need to be managed. It's often the person you identify as a negaholic who is guilty of excesses. Slow work pace, sloppiness, and tardiness, for example, are extremes that must be repaired. Continue your self-examination as you review specific excesses, but be assured you wouldn't be sitting in the driver's seat if you were “too” anything. Although the shortcomings mentioned above are spotlighted in the following sections, you can adapt the recommendations to other workplace excesses that need fixing, too.
SLOW PACE
A slow work pace can be among the most difficult problems to resolve unless you have standards or goals against which to compare actual performance. For most nonprofessional positions, you can create standards or minimum quantitative measures of output. For example, warehouse workers may be expected to pack so many orders every day. Data entry people may have to process a certain number of entries each day. Salespeople may be expected to make so many calls to new accounts or close sales that add up to a set amount of revenue each day.
The work of professional employees, on the other hand, generally does not lend itself to quantitative performance standards. However, you can usually set specific time goals for the completion of projects. For example, you might require an accountant to accomplish month-end book closings within a three-day period or allow a software engineer two weeks to write a particular program.
If an employee doesn't measure up to a preset goal, the next step is a closed-door meeting with the employee. During this meeting, present the unembellished facts. For example, you might say, “You are packing ninety-three orders per average day, whereas our standard is one hundred thirty-five. How do you think you can increase your output?” Or, “Together we set a time frame of three days at month's end for closing our monthly accounting books. It is typically taking four. How can we work toward that original goal?” Make it clear that it's necessary to establish and honor these time goals for the sake of the company's success.
SLOPPINESS
Sloppiness is a common workplace problem. Examples include missing errors when proofreading company literature, omitting items when packing orders, entering shipping addresses incorrectly, and performing inaccurate accounting work. Sloppiness most often surfaces in clerical work, but it is also prevalent in the work of many professionals — although it is much more difficult to detect!
The first time you notice a minor incident of sloppiness, you should kindly point out the error to the employee. Don't comment, but watch the person's work more carefully.
If the problem persists or the mistakes are more serious, you need to sit down with the employee out of earshot of coworkers. Be positive, but be candid. Tell the employee you are concerned about the work and cite specific examples of sloppiness. Spotlight the clearest or most serious infractions. Avoid mentioning marginal problems.
Your goal should be to help an employee perform up to snuff, not to demoralize him or her. Encourage feedback, but expect to hear something like, “These are isolated examples. Everyone makes errors and basically my work is fine.” At this point, don't get into a long discussion about how serious or representative the cited problems are. Instead, switch gears and tell the employee how important his or her work is to the company. Let the person know it's crucial to eliminate errors and sloppy work, no matter how infrequently they occur or how insignificant they seem. Try to end the meeting on a positive note.
Keep observing the employee's work. If, after a few days, work patterns improve, be sure to compliment the person. If sloppiness continues, conduct another closed door meeting. In this second meeting make a judgmental statement such as, “I am concerned about the overall errors or sloppiness in your work.” Again, bring up the most clear or flagrant examples.
For a nonprofessional or entry-level employee, assign someone with exemplary work habits that are especially strong in the employee's area of weakness to work side by side with the problem employee for a portion of each day. Ask the “monitoring” employee to suggest specific steps for achieving performance improvement. Personally monitor the work of a professional employee. Discuss any progress, or lack thereof, with the employee every few days. As long as this person has the basic skills necessary to perform effectively, sloppiness can be overcome in almost every case. It just takes a manager who is willing to invest time and who tries, no matter how frustrating it might be, to coach, rather than reprimand, the employee.
TARDINESS
Many good, hardworking people have a tendency to be habitually late.
Unless being precisely on time is crucially important, don't raise the issue with an employee who is occasionally late. Such employees will appreciate your tacit understanding and they will take it as a sign of your trust in them. Of course, if the employee is a security guard and you are operating a nuclear power plant, any display of tardiness could be serious. Use your judgment!
On the other hand, an employee who is habitually late can have a demoralizing effect on other employees who arrive for work on time. Furthermore, habitual lateness is an infectious disease. Soon many employees may exhibit tardy behavior. So where do you draw the line on tardiness? If a person is ten or more minutes late more than five times within a given month, it's time for a brief chat.
Assuming that the employee's job performance is satisfactory in all other respects, say something like, “Linda, overall I really enjoy having you on our team, but I would really appreciate it if you could cut back on your tardiness. I can understand being late on occasion for whatever reason, but enough is enough. Can I count on you for a little improvement in this area?”
Virtually all tardiness problems disappear after a gentle talk. But sooner or later you will encounter an employee who feels he or she shouldn't have to work on a schedule. Some employees might even be bold enough to tell a boss that “professionals” should be able to come and go within the workplace as they please. If you have employees who see nothing wrong with arriving two hours late, tell them that they can come and go whenever they please — just not at your workplace!
POST A “PESSIMISTS NOT WELCOME” SIGN
You are that sign! Your positive attitude and behavior can send the message that there's no need for negaholic tendencies in your office environment.
Remember that shortcomings and problems can almost always be overcome with some additional coaching or with a positive, but frank discussion of the issues at hand. You want to leave employees with the feeling that you are helping and supporting them, not reprimanding them. Avoid being patronizing and condescending — people are often not willing to reflect on things that are expressed negatively, and they may not react in a positive way when they feel they are being criticized.
If you're ready to set out on the road to repair problematic work skills, keep the following communication tips in mind.
1. Ask open-ended questions. Remember, your goal is to get enough information so you can work with the person to resolve problems and increase productivity. A yes/no (or closed) question will only elicit a yes/no response. A question that begins with “why” puts people on the defensive. Think about how you react when asked questions such as, “Why were you late?” or “Why do you act like that?”
2. Use who, what, where, and how questions to involve the other person. “What leads you to make that decision?” “How can we work together on solving this problem?” “Who else is affected when you're late?” “When do you think you can start working toward this new goal?”It takes practice to self-edit and reword your questioning techniques because people are typically conditioned to accuse and assume, not to accumulate information.
3. Be kind and courteous. Sooner or later you might win over even the most difficult employee with kindness. So instead of raising your blood pressure and losing sleep over “difficult” employees, kill them with kindness. That way everyone comes out a winner.
4. Match your words to your body language. If you're honest, your body language will confirm it. If you're feeling angry and denying it, your tone of voice might give you away. Be honest, then do a body check to make sure your words match your nonverbal gestures. Otherwise, your employees won't take you seriously.
5. Listen intently and avoid solving employees' problems. So often, our good intentions prompt us to provide solutions to people's problems when they don't actually want advice. Sometimes, people simply want to be heard. Comments such as, “That must be painful for you,” “You sound angry,” or “It seems like you're feeling frustrated,” might seem weak and even ineffectual if you're used to communicating directly and giving orders. But the up-front investment is worth the results generated by listening. Once people feel genuinely heard, they'll entrust you with more information, which is what you want because it gives you control.
6. Invest a little time to figure out what makes someone tick. This isn't always possible, and you aren't a therapist. Still, some useful information might surface to help you nip a problem in the bud. How well do you really know this difficult individual? Some people feel like loners, and when things go wrong in their business or personal life, they have no one to turn to or talk with about their problems. If you invest the time, you might become this person's sounding board or even a mentor.
Remember, communication is a two-way street that involves sending and receiving signals. Empowered communicators learn to pick up on signals so they can be proactive rather than reactive with messages they convey. When communicating, pay close attention to the other person's body language, tone of voice, statements, and silences. And don't forget to put yourself in his or her shoes.
These skills will enable you to persuade your difficult employee to buy into your goals and objectives. Think of resolving these one-on-one situations as a dance. Until now, you and your difficult employee have been tripping each other up. Now you must take it upon yourself to lead, and hope that the employee decides to follow. If you bring an open, considerate, and skilled approach to all challenges, pessimists will get the message that they can't thrive or survive in your immediate environment.
JUDGING SITUATIONS PROPERLY
In any situation, as part of a manager-employee relationship, the potential for a clash of motivations, fears, competencies, and communication styles is always present. For instance, you might be a direct communicator who takes action quickly, while an employee who reports to you might need time to weigh alternatives methodically before responding to your question. As a result of this difference in personality style, you might mislabel this employee as slow, incompetent, rigid, or difficult.
Remember, there are more viewpoints and approaches than just your own. As you become more attuned to your employees' personalities, work styles, motivations, and needs, you will be able to judge potentially negative situations better and set expectations that are realistic for each individual you manage.
One of the most rewarding aspects of managing a difficult situation successfully is cooperatively working toward a solution with a difficult employee. If an employee feels like a part of the solution rather than the source of the problem, it will motivate him or her to work with you to find solutions to problems without resorting to difficult behavior. Challenge yourself to learn all you can about listening empathetically, making nonjudgmental statements, and taking time to resolve conflicts in a win-win approach.
Your management skills will improve if you:
• Learn as much about yourself as possible. Recognize your own hot buttons: What is your threshold for tolerating different behavior patterns? Establish what motivates you and notice how it differs from your employees. For example, recognition for a job well done might motivate you, while the rewards of socializing might motivate an employee who works for you. Remember, it takes all types. What type are you? A driver? An influencer? A people-pleaser? A perfectionist? Be aware of the differences, and use them to create a more flexible working relationship between you and your employees.
• Act assertively. Assertive is not passive and not aggressive. It's simply communicating directly and appropriately. It means knowing what you want and thinking enough of yourself to say so. When you're honest and up front with your words and actions, you're neither lying in an attempt to be overly nice and protective (in other words, passive), nor are you denying your anger to the point of blowing up some day (in other words, being aggressive). Asserting yourself allows you to hold your ground without putting the other person down, creating a win/win situation for both parties.
• Don't try to solve a problem that is too tough to handle. It won't always be possible for you to solve all of your employees' problems. Even if you're a terrific manager, that doesn't make you a therapist. Don't bite off more than you can chew — ask for help from executives who have more expertise than you do. If you've listened, asked caring questions, and involved the person in a possible solution, but you've still failed to reach a resolution, call in the troops: the human resources department, your company's employee assistance program, or your own manager.
• Accept that you can't change others. You can change your own behavior and hope that by serving as a model, employees will follow your lead. Do yourself a favor and understand that ultimately people do what they want to do despite your best wishes and intentions. Protect yourself by learning to deflect their negative behaviors, and don't take them personally. So often, out of self-defense and perhaps low self-esteem, we make false assumptions. It takes a self-assured person to dig in and ask constructive questions that lead to mutually satisfying results.
• Remain flexible. When you think about all the ways we are different as human beings, it's easier to understand that we view the world through different glasses. We are different in age and gender. Our upbringing, environment, education, values, and culture all define us in one way or another. Learn to accept the differences even if you don't agree or condone others' choices. Your life will be a lot less stressful!
• Recognize when it's appropriate to say, “No.” First, realize that what you really want to say is “yes” to yourself. Sometimes managers are so busy being caretakers and martyrs that they let their own needs get shelved. This is draining and ineffective. Learn to be emotionally honest. In other words, don't lie to yourself. Don't say or do something you don't mean. This is a particular challenge for new supervisors who are managing former peers and don't want to appear authoritative.
If you are having problems with a difficult employee, you need to make a careful assessment. Do you simply dislike the employee in question? Are the difficulties you are experiencing perhaps minor in character? If this is the case, drop the issue. If, however, an employee remains difficult despite all attempts at building rapport or providing help, and his or her behavior problems seriously disrupt the workplace, you need to take further action. (See Chapter 16: The Last Resort: Disciplinary Action and Termination.)
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