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Introduction

he ability to conduct yourself harmoniously and productively

with your employees, colleagues, and bosses is a critical skill to

master. However, when you enter the working world, no one
equips you with this skillset, particularly as it applies to dealing with
people who are difficult. When different personality types are expected
to work side by side every day and get along with each other, it can be
challenging. You can choose your friends, but you can’t choose those
with whom you work and, when you spend most of your waking hours
with people who aren't of your choosing, getting along may prove to be
demanding.

Yet, your ability to maintain strong work relationships is so impor-
tant; it may, in fact, be vital to your success. Often, an employee who is
capable of interacting well with others will be promoted over an em-
ployee who possesses greater job or technical knowledge. The ability to
relate successfully to others doesn’t necessarily mean being agreeable all
the time, because we know that problems are going to arise. Rather, it’s
having the skills to effectively deal with those problems that will set you
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2 POWERFUL PHRASES FOR DEALING WITH DIFFICULT PEOPLE

apart as an employee who values the importance of resolving conflict to
maintain strong relationships.

Conlflict is one of the most difficult situations we face because it
thrusts us out of our comfort zone. The truth is that most of us are un-
comfortable handling conflict of any kind, so we overlook problems and
hope they’ll go away. But that never happens. Unless you work to resolve
conflict in an effective manner, one of two things is going to occur: Your
working relationship with that person will be permanently damaged, or
you’ll bottle up your emotions and continue trying to ignore the prob-
lem. A damaged working relationship will never rectify itself; instead,
the relationship will continue to fracture and may eventually sever com-
pletely. Further, when you bottle up your emotions, they slowly simmer
until one day they begin to boil, which may cause you to lose control in
an eruption of words you’ll later regret.

A more effective way exists to handle conflict at work. Entering into
a constructive conversation to resolve any problem as it occurs is the
only way to demonstrate your ability to interact well with others all the
time . . . and increase your odds for success.

In Powerful Phrases for Dealing with Difficult People, you’ll find the
tools that will enable you to develop the skills to handle any type of
conflict with any person. You'll learn how to gain the cooperation of co-
workers who are know-it-alls, meeting monopolizers, and people who
send excessive emails. You'll learn how to communicate effectively with
a boss who may be abusive, egotistical, micromanaging, or noncommu-
nicative. And, when you cause a problem, you’ll learn how to quickly
recover, regroup, and work to successfully resolve the issue and recon-
cile the relationship.

In this book, you'll learn how to use over 325 powerful phrases to
communicate effectively, as well as powerful actions to take in support
of those phrases. You'll become familiar with the five-step process to
resolve conflict of any kind. In addition, you’ll develop the ability to
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work through problems with 30 types of difficult behaviors and person-
alities. And, throughout the book, you'll find “Something to Think
About” tips, which detail how to handle unusual or difficult situations.
The powerful words and phrases will be noted in italics and the type of
phrase or word in bold.

Part 1, “Powerful Phrases + Actions = Successful Work Relation-
ships,” explains the phrases and nonverbal techniques that form the
basis of communicating effectively to resolve conflict. You'll learn when
to incorporate “I” phrases to communicate how the problem affected
you, along with words and phrases of understanding, apology, compro-
mise, resolution, and reconciliation. You’ll ascertain the body language,
facial expressions, tone of voice, and assertiveness actions that will en-
hance your conversation.

Both chapters in Part 1 include Resolving Conflict: The Wrong Way/
Why This Doesn’t Work and Resolving Conflict: The Right Way/Why This
Works sample dialogues to reinforce how the phrases and actions you're
learning will be advantageous when handling any type of disagreement
you encounter. Both chapters also include a summary of sample phrases
and nonverbal techniques, which will be beneficial for quick reference.

Part 2, “Effective Conflict Resolution = Strengthened Work Relation-
ships,” builds on the powerful words and phrases and nonverbal tech-
niques in Part 1 to show you when and how to incorporate them into
your conflict resolution conversations. In Chapter 3, you'll learn the
five-step technique to resolve any conflict. Included in this chapter are
Resolving Conflict: The Wrong Way/ Why This Doesn’t Work and Resolv-
ing Conflict: The Right Way/Why This Works sample dialogues, as well as
a summary of the key points for each of the steps.

Chapters 4 and 5 describe 20 challenging coworker behaviors and
10 challenging personality types of bosses. You'll discover how to use
the five-step process to confront conflict and effectively resolve prob-
lems. Sample Resolving Conflict: The Right Way/ Why This Works dialogues
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take you through each step of the process. These chapters also include
“Applying the Approach,” a quick reference of helpful tips for dealing
with each of the behaviors and personality types.

In Chapter 6, you'll learn how to handle situations in which you
caused a problem. When you realize you've said or done something in-
appropriate, offensive, or unkind, you'll be prepared to take the initia-
tive and incorporate powerful phrases and words in conversations to
repair and reconcile the relationship. And, when someone approaches
you about a problem you didn't realize you caused, you'll learn how to
quickly recover and work through the five-steps to resolve the conflict,
no matter whether the person approaches you in a constructive manner
or confronts you in a spiteful or hurtful manner.

Powerful Phrases for Dealing with Difficult People will be your guide
when you encounter problems with your employees, colleagues, or bosses.
You'll be able to specifically identify the behaviors and personality types
that are problematic for you. You'll build your confidence to handle any
type of conflict with any person, whether you have a problem with some-
one or another person has a problem with you. It's the book that will
provide you with the skills to enter into a productive dialogue and re-
solve any problem quickly.

Powerful Phrases for Dealing with Difficult People will enhance your
communication skills, improve your leadership skills, and increase your
assertiveness skills. When you develop these skills, you'll be seen as a
person who connects successfully with others. And that is going to

strengthen all of your work relationships.
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Communicating
Powerful Phrases

rying to get along with coworkers and bosses can be difficult at

best. However, since you probably spend more of your waking

hours at work than you do at home, it makes good business
sense to get along with everyone. But when you're forced to interact all
day with people who, let’s face it, may not be people youd choose to be
with, they can test your mettle, tick you off, and sour your attitude.

The bottom line is that no matter how well you get along with people,
you aren't going to get along with everyone all the time. Whenever peo-
ple spend a lot of time together, conflicts are going to arise. But, in work
situations, the conflicts can be particularly tough to handle. It’s hard
to maintain your composure and self-control when a coworker’s done
something that’s irritated you, but that’s just what you need to do.

Employees who are able to stay calm and approach conflict in a self-
controlled, thoughtful manner are viewed more positively by coworkers
and bosses. When you take the time to think before speaking, plan the
best approach to handle the problem, and communicate in a construc-
tive manner, your coworkers and bosses are more likely to listen and

respond considerately to you.
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If you're uncomfortable facing conflict, youre not alone. Most people
feel uncomfortable when dealing with these situations and hope the prob-
lem will just go away. The bad news is that ignoring conflict will only ag-
gravate the problem, often to the point where even a minor problem be-
comes unmanageable. It’s like the straw that breaks the camel’s back! If
left unresolved, conflict can make you disgruntled and bitter; it can cause
work relationships to breakdown completely; and it can spill over into and
negatively affect your interactions with customers, vendors, and other
business contacts. And, in the worst-case scenario, unresolved conflicts at
work may even affect your personal relationships.

So what happens when the people you work with—and for—aren’t
easy to get along with? What do you do when your coworkers won't as-
sume responsibility for their actions, like to gossip, take credit for your
work, talk too loudly, or bully others? What do you do when your boss
piles on the work, berates you in front of coworkers, plays favorites, or
possesses zero percent job knowledge? And what happens when it isn’t
your coworkers or boss who cause the problem? What do you do when
you're the cause of the situation? You may inadvertently say or do some-
thing and realize later that it may have been upsetting to the other per-
son. Or, you may not even realize your blunder until the other person
confronts you about it. Knowing how to quickly recover and resolve
conflict when you're the cause enables you to keep your work relation-
ships constructive and productive.

When you arm yourself with the skills to begin a positive dialogue
when faced with conflict; to communicate assertively, confidently, and
constructively to uncover the cause of the problem; and to work toward
a solution that’s agreeable to everyone, you’ll gain the cooperation and
respect of your coworkers and upper management. Further, you'll be
seen as an employee who's committed to being part of the solution rather

than part of the problem.
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This chapter focuses on the basics of communicating when facing
conflict: the powerful phrases you'll use when confronting and discuss-
ing a problem with a coworker or boss. These phrases even work when
you have a disagreement with a friend or family member!

Knowing the right phrases to use to communicate may make all the
difference between effectively resolving conflict and furthering an al-
ready difficult situation. Learning how to incorporate powerful phrases
into your vocabulary is the first step to help you resolve disharmony at

work.

Resolving Conflict: The Wrong Way

During a staff meeting, Kate was in the middle of her presentation when
Emma, one of her coworkers, interrupted and disagreed with what she
was saying. As a result, Kate lost her concentration and confidence and
found it difficult to regroup and get back on track. Kate became upset
and angry, especially since Emma had interrupted her in a previous
meeting.

Kate’s been stewing about it since the meeting. Therefore, when she
saw Emma in the hallway, she blurted out: “You know, you always inter-
rupt me during my presentations. Yesterday you did it again! You
jumped in before I finished and started disagreeing with me. It really
bugs me every time you do that”

“I don't always interrupt you,” Emma snapped. “And, maybe if you
said something that made sense, I wouldn't need to disagree with you”

“Well, next time keep your thoughts to yourself until 'm done talk-
ing, okay?” Kate responded.

“Who do you think you are?” Emma countered. “I have a right to
my opinion and if youre talking nonsense, I'm going to speak up”

Emma turned and huffed off, leaving Kate fuming.
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Why This Doesn’t Work

This conversation wasn't going to end well from the moment Kate ac-
cused Emma of always interrupting her. Emma immediately went on
the defensive, the conversation heated up, and the interaction went
quickly downhill. Both women spoke angrily, and there was no way
to transform their banter into a constructive dialogue. When Emma
stomped away and left Kate incensed, the problem wasn’t resolved and,
more importantly, their relationship suffered. Kate did get her point
across about how the interruptions bugged her, and Emma may be
mindful not to interrupt her in the future, but it’s likely that these co-

workers will have a difficult time getting along and working together.

Something to Think About

When confronting someone, refrain from using the words
always or never. When you say to someone: “You always...”
or “You never...,” the other person is going to focus more on
that one word than on the point you're trying to make and is
likely to become instantly defensive, as Emma did. Rarely is

anything always or never.

Begin with “I” Phrases

The number one rule when resolving conflict is never to open a con-
versation with the word you. Doing so may result in anger, yelling,
hurling accusations back and forth, or someone stomping off. The you
word is going to immediately put the other person on the defensive.
Think about it. Has anyone said something like this to you: “You talk

too much! No one else can get a word in” or “You never take responsi-
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bility for your mistakes.” Your likely response is to defend yourself and
fight back. “No, I don’t! Bob talks just as much, if not more, than I do”
or “Yes I do. And what about you? I'm always fixing your errors.” This
is definitely not the way to begin a conversation when you're trying to
resolve a problem.

When you’re having an issue with another person and decide to dis-
cuss it with him or her, it’s difficult to have a productive conversation
when you lead off with an accusatory statement or one that sounds as
though you're blaming the person for the problem. When you confront
someone whos done something that bugs you, keep the focus on “I”
rather than on “you.” Think about how the person’s behavior made you
feel. Open the conversation with an “I” statement describing how the
event affected you, and you’ll come across in a more constructive man-
ner. After all: “I'm” the one with the problem. “You” may not even know

that what you're doing that bugs me.

Sample “|” Phrases

You don’t want your opening statement to sound like an attack the other

person’s character, so always begin with an “I” phrase:

o “I'was hurt when you said I make too many mistakes.”
o “Tbecame upset when you took credit for my work.”
o “Ifelt betrayed when I heard that you talked behind my back.”

o “I became confused and lost focus when you interrupted me during

my sales presentation.”
o “Iwas surprised when you jumped in before I had time to finish.”

o “I get frustrated every time you talk so loudly that I can’t hear my

customers.”
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Something to Think About

If you don’t know how to launch into your conversation, try
prefacing your “I” phrase by saying something like: “I have
something I need to talk to you about” or “I have something I
need to get off my chest” or “Something happened that’s been

bothering me.”

Incorporating “I” Phrases

Here’s a sample of how Kate could have opened the conversation using
an “I” phrase:

“I have something I want to talk to you about. Yesterday during our
meeting, I became upset when I was in the middle of my presentation and
you disagreed with what I was saying. That really threw me off track for
the rest of my presentation.”

Had Kate begun her conversation with Emma in this manner, the
dialogue would have headed in a different direction. Kate stated what
happened and painted the picture of how it affected her presentation.
Emma is likely to focus on Kate’s feelings and doing so will lessen the
need to defend herself. After listening to Kate, Emma would have either
understood where her coworker was coming from . .. or not. Either way,
Kate would have taken a positive first step to discussing and effectively
resolving the conflict.

Emma may have responded: “Gee, I'm sorry. I didn't mean to do that”

Or, she may have said: “I didn’t agree with what you were saying and
felt it was important to voice my opinion before you went further”

The first scenario will likely resolve itself when adding phrases of
understanding and resolution (as you'll learn in the following sections).
Emma appreciated how Kate felt, took responsibility, apologized, and

will be more conscious not to interrupt her in the future.
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In the second scenario, Emma heard how Kate felt but failed to take
responsibility for her actions. In this case, Kate will need to continue her
discussion to effectively resolve the conflict; otherwise, Emma is likely

to do it again and Kate is likely to become upset again.

Phrases of Understanding

Opening your conversation with “I” phrases keeps the focus on how the
other person’s actions made you feel. After listening to that person’s re-
sponse, it's important to let the person know you understand that he or
she may view the situation differently. By doing this, you demonstrate
that you're willing to listen to the other perspective before drawing your
conclusion or assigning blame.

When you show others you understand they may have a different
viewpoint, you open the door to having a productive conversation. Con-
veying understanding is also a great way to build a rapport. You and the
other person may be able to find common ground, and it may also en-
courage the other person to look at the problem from your vantage
point. After listening to you, he or she may respond, “You know, now
that 'm thinking about it, I wouldn’t like that done to me either”

In addition, offering a phrase of understanding allows you to step
into the other person’s shoes for a moment. Let’s say that a coworker has
been short tempered with you. It’s been bugging you because you can’t
think of anything you did to cause the person to treat you this way, so
you offered an “I” phrase and your coworker said he was sorry. Then you
offered a phrase of understanding such as: “I realize you didn’t do that
on purpose, but it made me wonder if I said or did something that both-
ered you.” Saying this encourages your coworker to give you more infor-
mation: “No, it’s not you. My mother had a pretty serious operation and
since she was released from the hospital I've been staying with her. ’'m

beyond exhausted and running on empty” You have an aha moment. In
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this scenario, offering a phrase of understanding and walking in your

coworker’s shoes put everything in perspective.

Sample Phrases of Understanding

You can follow up an “I” phrase with a phrase of understanding in situ-
ations in which the other person didn’t take responsibility for his or her

actions or doesn’t seem to understand your feelings.

o “Trealize that you didn’t do it on purpose.”

o “Tunderstand that you didn’t mean it to sound that way.”
o “I'm sure you were just excited when you started talking”
o “I'm certain you didn’t mean to take credit for my idea.”

o “Tknow you well enough to know that you wouldn’t knowingly do that

to me.”

You can also use a phrase of understanding when you have an aha
moment. Incorporating a phrase of understanding at that point will pro-

ductively move the conversation along.

o “Now I see where you're coming from.”
o “lunderstand the situation from your viewpoint now.”
o “Ican see why you didn’t think that would bother me.”

o “I'm glad you gave me the additional information. I realize why you
did that”

Incorporating Phrases of Understanding

After Emma apologized in the first scenario, Kate offered a phrase of
understanding: “I figured you didn’t know that would be upsetting to me.”
Both women have a better appreciation of the situation, and it’s not likely

to happen again.
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But in the second scenario, when Emma didn't take responsibility,
Kate said: “Look, I realize that you wouldn’t do that on purpose to upset
me.” The ball is in Emma’s court now. She responded: “Of course I didn’t
do it to upset you. I didn’t know if I'd have the opportunity to voice my
opinion if I didn’t speak up right away” They now have a constructive

dialogue going.

Phrases of Apology

Saying I'm sorry doesn’t necessarily mean saying you're wrong. Saying
I'm sorry means you're the one who's taking responsibility for resolving
the conflict and mending the relationship. You might offer an apology to
explain your state of mind, how you feel about what happened, or why
you felt the need to bring up the issue.

Offering a phrase of apology can go a long way in opening the lines
of communication and productively moving the dialogue along. A sin-
cere apology holds a great deal of power. It can diffuse anger, lessen
pride, and soothe hurt feelings. You won't always need to incorporate a
phrase of apology into your conflict resolution conversation, but if you
feel it'll help move the dialogue along, why not? Whenever you're at a
stalemate in your discussion and the other person isn’t willing to budge
or look at the situation from your perspective, offering an apology can

often change a person’s disposition.

Sample Phrases of Apology

Offer a phrase of apology whenever you feel it will encourage empathy

between the other person and you.

o “I'msorry if I seem overly sensitive.”

o “I'm sorry if I misunderstood your intent.”
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o “TI'm sorry that we need to have this conversation.”
o “Iapologize if I misunderstood what happened.”

o “I'regret that I have to bring this up.”

o “Please forgive me for feeling this way.”

Incorporating Phrases of Apology

In the first scenario, Emma apologized and took responsibility. As a re-
sult, the conflict was resolved, so there was no need for Kate to return
the apology. In the second scenario, Emma didn’t take responsibility. So,
after offering a phrase of understanding, Kate added: “I'm sorry if this
seems trivial.” In saying this, Kate let Emma know that she not only un-
derstood that they viewed the situation differently, but that she wanted
Emma to respond so that shed have a better idea of where Emma stood

on the issue.

Phrases of Compromise

Compromise is the optimum way to resolve conflict. People are usu-
ally able to reach a compromise when they remain flexible, ask ques-
tions to gain a better understanding of the situation, listen with an
open mind, look at the circumstance from the other person’s perspec-
tive, and try to find middle ground. When people who are in a conflict
discussion are able to compromise, the chances of agreeing on a solu-
tion greatly increase.

Communicating phrases of compromise means that you want to ne-
gotiate fairly and find the best solution and that you're willing to remain
open as you work toward an agreement. Phrases of compromise demon-
strate that you want to cooperate, listen, and find middle ground. When

you're willing to cooperate, others will be more apt to cooperate with
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you. When you’re open to listening, others will be more apt to listen to
you. And when you're trying to find middle ground, others will be more
apt to meet you halfway. When those things occur, youre on your way

to negotiating a suitable conclusion.

Sample Phrases of Compromise

When you open your conversation with an “I” phrase and offer a phrase
of understanding and your colleague doesn't take responsibility, you’ll

want to add a phrase of compromise to continue the dialogue.

o “Lets talk about this. I need to know why it happened and how we can
keep it from happening again.”

o “Can we talk about what happened?”

o ‘I feel that we need to talk this out so it doesn’t happen again.”

o “Let’s go somewhere in private and try to resolve this.”

o “Let’s talk this over and find a suitable compromise.”

“Td like to hear how you saw the situation so that I better understand.”

During your discussion to resolve the problem, it’s important to re-
main flexible so you’ll want to incorporate additional phrases of com-

promise.

o “Heres how you see the issue: —_. And heres how I see it:

. Let’s see where we can come together on this.”

o “Since we don’t agree why this happened, let’s lay out the facts and

come up with a solution we both can live with.”

o “Why don’t we each state our viewpoints? Then we'll see if we can find
common ground.”

o “We need to resolve this somehow. The only way to do that is for each

of us to be flexible and try to come together.”
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Incorporating Phrases of Compromise

In the first scenario, Emma took responsibility, the problem resolved
itself, and further discussion wasn’t necessary. In the second scenario,
however, Kate needed to further the conversation. So she chose phrases
of apology, stating that she knew Emma might find the matter trivial.
And, Emma replied: “Yeah, I do think it’s trivial.”

Kate had prepared herself for this type of response and said: “To me
it wasn't trivial. Do you have a few minutes now? Id like to talk this over
and find an agreeable solution. (compromise) Lets go into the confer-
ence room where we can talk in private”

After closing the door, Kate said: “Why dont we try to look at the
situation from each other’s viewpoint? That may help us find an agreeable
solution.” (compromise)

“Okay, sure. You don’t like me disagreeing with you, and I felt it was
important to voice my opinion.”

“That’s not what bothered me. I understand that were not always
going to agree. (understanding) What bothered me was that you inter-
rupted me during the middle of my presentation, and it really threw me
off track. I would have appreciated if you waited until I was done speak-
ing to voice your disagreement.”

“I'm sorry if I threw you off track. That would have bothered me too.
It’s just that I didn’t know if I'd have the chance if I waited. In another
meeting I did wait and when you finished speaking, the discussion
changed direction and I wasn't able to make my point.”

“Oh, I can understand how frustrating that must have been. (under-
standing) How does this sound? From now on, if you’ll allow me to finish
my presentation without interrupting, I'll see to it that we don’t move on to
another topic before asking if anyone would like to add something. That
way, you'll be able to voice your opinion.” (compromise)

“That works for me””
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Something to Think About

Timing is important when you're trying to resolve conflict of
any kind, so before beginning your discussion, make sure it’s
a good time. When Kate asked Emma if she had a few min-
utes to talk, she made sure that Emma was open to having
the conversation at that time. If now isn’t a good time for the
other person, ask when it will be and then schedule a time

that’s agreeable to both of you.

Phrases of Resolution

As you saw in the previous scenario, the coworkers were able to calmly
discuss the situation, talk through the problem, and reach a compro-
mise. That's how many conflict resolution discussions go. When each of
the involved parties is able to voice their opinion, listen to each other’s
perspective, compromise, and agree on a solution, everyone feels good
about the outcome.

Offering a phrase of resolution is an important next step. You want
to make sure that everyone truly is in agreement about the outcome and,
in the event that you aren’t able to garner agreement from all the in-
volved parties, you want to make sure that everyone understands why
this is the best solution.

For example, during a discussion on the best way to resolve billing
mistakes, you agree to manage it at the point of contact, but one member
of your team feels that the employee who was responsible for the error
should handle the problem. As the meeting winds down, you need to gain
the hold-out’s agreement to the resolution by explaining why that solution
was chosen: “Look, Josh, we understand that you feel differently. (under-

standing) But, if we turn the contact over to another employee, there’s
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going to be a delay in getting the problem resolved. It'll take extra time to
explain the situation. And, what if the employee’s on vacation? Since the
rest of us feel this is the best way to handle these errors, can you live with our
decision?” (resolution) Josh responds: “I see your point. In the past we've
been inconsistent in handling these types of problems but as long as we're

all handling them the same way, then I'll agree”

Sample Phrases of Resolution

After finding a solution that’s agreeable to all parties, add a phrase of
resolution to show your appreciation that you were able to reach an

agreement.

o “I'm happy . .. we could resolve this.”

o “I'mglad ... we talked this out. We have a better understanding of
what happened.”

o “I'mpleased ... we were able to clear up the misunderstanding.”

o “I'mthrilled . .. we were able to come to an agreement.”

If you're not sure the solution is agreeable to everyone, voice your

phrase of resolution as a question.

o “Are you satisfied with the solution?”
o “Is there anything else we need to talk about?”

o “Do you feel we have a better understanding of what caused the

problem?”
o “How do you feel about the solution?”

o “I'm happy with our compromise. How do you feel about it?”

Incorporating Phrases of Resolution

In the first scenario in which Emma took responsibility, Kate added a

phrase of resolution: “I'm glad we talked this out.”
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And in second scenario, when Emma responded: “That works for
me,” she was stating that an agreement had been reached. Kate felt good
that they reached a compromise, and she said: “I'm glad we talked this out.”
Then she restated the resolution: “Now I have a better understanding of
your viewpoint. After finishing any future presentations, I'll make sure you
get a chance to speak up, even if it is to disagree with me!” (resolution) They

laughed, and both felt good that they were able to resolve the problem.

Something to Think About

It’s a good idea to restate the resolution just in case you mis-

interpreted what you and your coworker agreed to.

Phrases of Reconciliation

Whenever you talk through a problem, show understanding, compro-
mise, and reach a resolution, you should feel proud that you effectively
and successfully resolved the problem. You began your conversation
with an “I” phrase and a phrase of understanding. You may or may not
have felt the need to apologize. You then incorporated phrases of com-
promise during your discussion and, after reaching agreement, followed
up with a phrase of resolution.

Before ending the discussion, take one more step and say something
about the value of your working relationship. Letting the other person
know that he or she is important to you ends your conversation on a

positive note and will strengthen your working relationship.

Sample Phrases of Reconciliation

Always end your conflict resolution discussions with a positive comment

about your relationship.
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o “I'value our working relationship. . . . Going forward I feel we’ll be able
to work through any problem.”

o “I'm glad we talked this out. . . . Now I'm confident we can work
through any problem.”

o “Irespect you ... and know that we'll work even more closely now.”

o “I'm glad we talked this out.... In the future, were not going to let any
disagreement get in the way of our friendship.”

o “I have a better understanding of you . . ., and I hope you do of me as
well”

o “Weve always worked closely and going forward.... I know that we

won't let a little problem stand between us.”

Incorporating Phrases of Reconciliation

After offering a phrase of resolution, Kate said: “I'm so glad we talked this
out. I value our working relationship and wouldn't want anything to detract
from that” (reconciliation) They both left the meeting pleased with the
outcome and feeling comfortable that they’ll be able to work through any

problem.

Resolving Conflict: The Right Way

After Emma interrupted Kate once again and disagreed with what she
was saying, Kate became upset. She found it difficult to regroup but
managed to complete her presentation without outwardly appearing
shaken or upset. Since this had happened before, Kate saw a pattern
emerging. On the surface, it appeared to her that Emma didn’t respect
her. Kate felt it was time to confront the situation, but before speaking
she first considered how to best approach Emma. She also thought
through possible conversations that might ensue.

The next day, Kate and Emma were talking. Kate waited for a lull in

the conversation, and then said: “I have something I want to talk to you
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about. Yesterday during our meeting, I became upset when I was in the
middle of my presentation and you disagreed with what I was saying. That
really threw me off track for the rest of my presentation.” (“I” phrase)

Kate hoped that Emma would understand where she was coming
from, take responsibility, and apologize for interrupting her. Instead,
Emma said: “I didn’t agree with what you were saying and felt it was
important to voice my opinion before you went further”

Kate didn’t hear what she wanted to, but because she had prepared
for this possible scenario she said: “Look, I realize that you wouldn’t do
that on purpose to upset me.” (understanding)

Emma responded: “Of course I wouldn’t do that to upset you. I
didn’'t know if I'd have the opportunity to voice my opinion if I didn’t
speak up right away”

Kate felt it was important to add a phrase of apology to keep Emma
from becoming defensive, so she immediately added: “I apologize if this
seems trivial.” (apology)

Emma did not back down: “Yeah, I do think it’s trivial.”

Kate knew that if she wanted Emma’s behavior to stop, shed need to
continue the conversation. She also knew, by Emma’s demeanor, that she
needed to be assertive, yet remain calm. “To me it wasn't trivial. Do you
have a few minutes now? Id like to talk this over and find an agreeable
solution. (compromise) Let’s go into the conference room where we can
talk in private”

Kate sensed that Emma felt uncomfortable and that shed need to
tread lightly. After closing the door, she began: “Why don’t we try to look
at the situation from each other’s viewpoint? That may help us find a solu-
tion.” (compromise)

“Okay, sure,” Emma said. “You don't like me disagreeing with you,
and I felt it was important to voice my opinion.”

“That’s not what bothered me. I understand that were not always go-

ing to agree. (understanding) What bothered me was that you inter-
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rupted me during the middle of my presentation and it really threw me
off track. I would have appreciated if you waited until I was done speaking
to voice your disagreement.” (compromise)

“I'm sorry if I threw you off track. That would have bothered me too.
It’s just that I didn’t know if I'd have the chance if I waited. In another
meeting I did wait and, when you finished speaking, the discussion
changed direction and I wasn't able to make my point.”

“Oh, I can understand how frustrating that must have been. (under-
standing) How does this sound? From now on, if you’ll allow me to finish
my presentation without interrupting, I'll see to it that we don’t move on to
another topic before asking if anyone would like to add something. That
way, you'll be able to voice your opinion.” (compromise)

“That works for me.”

Kate felt that Emma now understood her position and agreed with
her proposed solution. Then she restated the resolution: “Now I have a
better understanding of your viewpoint. After finishing any future presen-
tations, I'll make sure you get a chance to speak up, even if it is to disagree
with me!” (resolution) They laughed and both felt good that they were
able to resolve the problem.

Then Kate added: ““I'm so glad we talked this out. I value our working
relationship and wouldn’t want anything to detract from that.” (reconcili-

ation)

Why This Works

When you compare the two conversations, you probably knew from the
way in which Kate began the first conversation that it was going to head
downhill quickly. In the second scenario, even though Kate was upset
about what happened, she took time to think about the best way to ap-
proach Emma. She also played through different conversation scenarios

in her mind so that she wouldn't be caught off guard.

American Management Association / www.amanet.org


www.amanet.org

Communicating Powerful Phrases 25

She opened with an “T” phrase, which sounded much better than
opening with a “you” phrase blaming Emma for interrupting her. By of-
fering phrases of understanding, Kate demonstrated that she was open
to hearing Emma’s point of view. Kate also offered a phrase of apology,
hoping that would help Emma empathize with her. Then, throughout
their conversation, Kate interjected phrases of compromise to continue
the dialogue. When Emma mentioned that on a previous occasion she
wasn't able to voice her opinion, Kate had an aha moment. She was able
to see the situation from Emma’s perspective and understood how not
being able to speak up made her feel. Kate then voiced a phrase of un-
derstanding, and they reached an agreement that in the future Emma
would hold her comments and Kate would make sure that she allowed
time for discussion. A phrase of resolution followed by a phrase of rec-

onciliation ended the conversation on a positive note.
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Actions That Enhance
Powerful Phrases

ou might think communication is just the words you speak,

but it involves much more than words. Your nonverbal actions

actually communicate more than what you say. That’s because
your words convey your message, but your actions convey the feelings
and emotions behind it. Nonverbal communication is the actions you
take as you speak and listen. If used effectively, these actions enhance
your powerful phrases.

Nonverbal communication is comprised of body language, facial
expressions, voice tone, and level of assertiveness. Body language in-
cludes your stance, posture, arm-and-hand movements, and gestures.
Facial expressions are your mouth, eye, and eyebrow movements. Tone
of voice, though verbal in nature, is considered a nonverbal action be-
cause your tone communicates what you're feeling. Assertiveness is re-
flected outward by acting confidently and with self-assurance. Even
when you think before you speak and choose your words wisely, if your
nonverbal actions don't agree with your verbal message, it can confuse
the other person, who's more likely to assess the message based on your

nonverbal actions than on what you said.

27
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Your nonverbal actions have a direct affect on how others view you.
They can increase your ability to get along and communicate well with
your peers and boss or create a problem between you and another per-
son. Just going about your daily work routine may cause someone to
view you negatively. Let’s say that you usually greet your coworkers with
a facial expression that projects a lack of interest, you don't make eye
contact when you speak to others, you speak in a tone tinged with bore-
dom, and you never speak up or defend yourself. It’s likely your co-
workers will keep you at arm’s length or take advantage of you. However,
you can learn to use nonverbal actions to your advantage. Let’s say that
you always maintain a friendly facial expression, make eye contact when
conversing, use a calm and nonthreatening tone, and speak assertively
when explaining your actions. Then it’s likely that others will view you
as friendly, open, confident, and self-assured.

Whenever you communicate, it's important that your actions match
your words, but especially so when resolving a problem. As you read
this chapter, practice the nonverbal actions you're learning so that they
become natural rather than forced. When you present yourself well
through your body language, facial expressions, voice tone, and asser-
tive actions, you enhance the message you're voicing. And when you're
comfortable matching your actions with your words in regular conver-
sations, you'll find it easier to control your actions when confronting a
coworker in a conflict resolution conversation.

Nonverbal actions can also be helpful in determining other people’s
feelings and emotions. For example, if you begin a conflict resolution
dialogue with a coworker by saying: “I was surprised that you took credit
for creating a problem-solving team when I was the one who approached
you about it,” and your coworker responds by saying: “I'm sorry. I didn’t
realize I did that,” it sounds as though your coworker is taking responsi-

bility. But if, as your coworker delivers these words, he gets an arrogant
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look on his face, gestures as if he doesn't know what you're talking about,
and speaks in a disrespectful tone, your understanding of the message
changes completely, doesn't it?

As you see, actions play an important role in all communication.
The better you understand your own actions, the better you’ll be able to
understand other people’s actions. This will enable you to communicate

more effectively and establish constructive and productive dialogues.

Resolving Conflict: The Wrong Way

Andrew and his coworker, James, have been working on a project to
develop a new program to increase sales revenue in their department.
They were slated to present their interim report to the vice president
of marketing during yesterday’s staff meeting. Andrew and James had
spent a lot of time practicing their joint presentation and decided that
each would speak about different key aspects of their proposal. James
volunteered to go first and provide an overview of their project. Andrew
waited for his turn to present the details, but James continued speaking
and handled the entire presentation. Andrew’s dismay turned to feelings
of betrayal when James took most of the credit for the project, merely
mentioning that Andrew helped and thanking him for his contribu-
tions. Because it wouldn’t have looked professional to interrupt James,
Andrew sat through the presentation in stunned silence. By the end of
the presentation, he was seething but managed to keep a neutral facial
expression.

After the meeting, Andrew was so angry he couldn’t take it any-
more. He thought first before approaching James and planned what he
wanted to say: “I was really stunned that you handled the entire presenta-
tion. That wasn’t how we practiced it, and it made me look like I hadn’t

contributed as much as you.” (“I” phrase) But Andrew hadn't given any
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thought to how hed control his emotions. He spoke in an angry tone,
crossed his arms in front of his body, and the neutral expression he was
able to maintain during the meeting turned to an indignant glare.

James replied: “I'm sorry. It’s just that once I got going it didn’t seem
appropriate to break up the presentation”

Andrew paid close attention to James’s actions when he spoke.
James raised his eyebrows, shook his head casually, shrugged his shoul-
ders, and looked beyond Andrew rather than making make eye contact.
His tone was dismissive, which made Andrew even angrier. Clearly,
James didn’t feel sorry at all, but only said the words to appease Andrew.

Andrew blurted out sarcastically: “Well, when it’s time to give the
final presentation I'll handle it. And I'll be sure to thank you for your
help, just like you thanked me for helping you.”

James shrugged his shoulders and said: “Hey, why don't you man
up? It was only the interim presentation, not a big deal”

Andrew retorted: “Not a big deal? Just wait until the final presenta-

tion. Then you can decide how big a deal it is”

Why This Doesn’t Work

Andrew had a right to be upset when James controlled the presentation
and took credit for the project. And, although Andrew thought about
how to approach James to avoid this scenario when they gave the final
presentation, he sent James a negative message by beginning his conver-
sation, crossing his arms in front of his body and using an angry tone.
As a result, James responded dismissively. Although the right words
were spoken, both men’s actions conveyed their true feelings. When
James trivialized the situation, Andrew’s tone turned to sarcasm and the
conversation quickly degraded to a derogatory banter between the co-

workers. Unless they’re able to resolve this conflict in a more productive
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manner, it’s going to be extremely tough for them to work cohesively,

complete this project, and plan for their final presentation.

Something to Think About

When you're planning how to begin your conflict resolution
conversation, practice your opening statement in a mirror to
be sure your actions agree with your powerful phrases. And,
it’s always a good idea to calm down before approaching your

coworker.

Body Language

Anytime you’re communicating, it'’s important to be aware of your body
language because your posture, stance, movements, and gestures send
very clear signals. How you stand or sit and what you do with your
hands provide clues to what you're feeling and what you’re thinking.
They even reveal what you think of yourself. Whether you stand or sit
up straight or slump, you send a message. Whether you allow your
hands to fall naturally at your sides or fidget with them, you send a mes-
sage. And, whether you use controlled gestures to enhance your mes-
sage or gesture exaggeratedly, you send a message.

In addition, body language is affected by a person’s level of comfort
when it comes to proximity and personal space. Whenever someone
gets too close and starts invading our space, our discomfort increases
instantly. Once someone enters it, a person’s body language communi-
cates exactly what he or she is feeling. When your space is invaded,
you're likely to back up, distance yourself from the invader, and reclaim
your personal space before feeling comfortable continuing the conver-

sation. So always be mindful of other people’s personal space. If you

American Management Association / www.amanet.org


www.amanet.org

32 POWERFUL PHRASES FOR DEALING WITH DIFFICULT PEOPLE

notice that a person with whom you're speaking is continually leaning
back or stepping away; it’s time to back off.

In casual or normal conversations, body language should be easy to
control once you form good habits. But when your emotions are height-
ened, your body language is likely to be more exaggerated. You may move
around more than normal. You may cross your arms in front of you as a
defensive signal. You may point your finger at the person or gesture wildly.
And, you may move into someone’s personal space. That’s why practicing
your body language actions before you enter into a conflict resolution

conversation will help you stay mindful of the image you’re projecting.

Sample Body Language

If you want to be viewed as confident, competent, capable, composed,

and comfortable in your surroundings, form the following habits:

« Stand or sit up straight.

« Hold your head high.

« Maintain good posture.

» Relax your shoulders.

o Keep a relaxed stance by standing with equal weight on both feet.

«  Allow your hands to fall naturally at your sides or fold them in front
of you in a relaxed position.

« Keep your hands out of your pockets.

o Try not to fidget.

« Use controlled gestures to enhance your message, allowing them to

flow naturally.

« Stand about two to four feet from the other person.

Reading Other People’s Body Language

Watch for these actions in other people:

« Stooped shoulders, which may signal a lack of confidence.
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» Fidgeting with hands, which may signal nervousness or agitation.
« Hands on hips, which may be a sign of impatience or aggression.

« Arms crossed in front of the body, which could mean the person is

defensive or frustrated.
»  Wild gesturing, which may be a sign of anger, excitement, or agitation.

« Backing up, which probably means that you're invading their per-

sonal space.

If you notice any of these signals, maintain a relaxed demeanor and

stay calm. Doing so may help the other person calm down.

Incorporating Body Language

Even though Andrew was angry, he thought about what he wanted to
say to James. He also knew it was important to present himself in a com-
posed manner so that his message would be understood as intended.

When he saw James, he said: “I was really stunned that you handled the
entire presentation. That wasn't how we practiced it, and it made me look like
I hadn’t contributed as much as you.” (“I” phrase) As he spoke, Andrew
maintained a confident demeanor. He held his head high, maintained good
posture, kept his hands by his sides, and did not fidget or gesture.

Something to Think About

Touch is another component of body language. Putting your
arm around someone, touching someone’s arm, or patting
someone on the back may enhance the message you're send-
ing, but it can also detract from it. Make sure you know the
other person well enough to know that touch is welcomed;

otherwise, keep your hands to yourself.
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Facial Expressions

Your face can easily be a snapshot of what you're feeling, especially if
youre angry, upset, or emotional about a situation. Facial expressions
and eye and eyebrow movements can be powerful communication tools
when used to complete the message you're vocalizing. But our facial ex-
pressions often are automatic responses to what we're feeling. Whether
we're happy or sad, it’s going to show. And, when we’re angry or upset,
it’s natural to project those feelings outward by scowling, furrowing our
brows, narrowing our eyes, and pursing our lips. The good news is that
with practice you'll avoid wearing your emotions on your face. You can
form positive habits and use facial expressions to your advantage, with-
out looking stone faced. Rather, you can come across as concerned, sin-
cere, interested, and calm. When you control your facial expressions,
your listener is apt to be more open to the message you're delivering.
Let’s face it: no one wants to launch into a conversation with an angry-
looking coworker!

In addition to controlling your facial expression, learn to smile fre-
quently. A smile is one of the most positive and uplifting body language
messages you can send, even when confronting someone about a prob-
lem. A sincere smile shows that youre open, willing to listen to the other
person, and interested in talking through the situation. If you can’t smile
about a situation that’s upset or angered you, then just turning your
mouth muscles slightly upward projects a pleasant expression.

Eye contact is another important component of facial expressions,
but it can be a tough habit to form. When you begin any conversation,
make a conscious effort to look directly at the other person’s eyes. Then
maintain eye contact that’s comfortable, glancing away and bringing
your focus back occasionally so that you don't look as though you're
glaring. Along with eye contact, your eyebrow movement can enhance

or detract from your message. Raised eyebrows convey interest, enthu-
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siasm, shock, or excitement. Furrowed brows may signal concern, con-
fusion, or anger. Use your eyebrows to your advantage, but don’t overdo
it by continually raising or furrowing your eyebrows or the other person
is likely to focus more on why you're doing that than on listening to your

message.

Sample Facial Expressions

To enhance the body language actions you learned, complete the image

you want to project by becoming comfortable doing the following:

« Calm down and maintain a concerned and sincere expression rather

than an angry scowl if you're feeling angry or upset.

« Hold your head up straight rather than lowering it to the floor or

tilting it to one side.
o Smile when appropriate.

« Turn the ends of your mouth upward slightly to convey friendliness

when you want to keep a neutral expression.

« Maintain eye contact, but not to the degree that you appear to be

staring. Shift your gaze away occasionally.

« Use your eyebrows once in a while to enhance your message. Raise
them to show interest or excitement. Furrow them to convey con-
cern or confusion.

« Nod from time to time to show that you're actively listening.

Reading Other People’s Facial Expressions

Look for the following facial expressions that provide clues to a person’s

emotional state:

« Lowering the head and looking downward, which could mean the

person is ashamed or trying to avoid you.
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« Tilting the head to one side, which could signal confusion or a chal-
lenge to what you're saying.

o Pursing lips or downturning the mouth, which can be signs of an-
ger, distrust, or sadness.

« Looking past you, or down, or up, which may signal discomfort,
guilt, distrust, or dishonesty.

« Frequent blinking, which is often a signal of discomfort or distress.

«  Furrowing brows, which may signal anger, agitation, or confusion.

« Raising brows, which may signal enthusiasm, surprise, amazement,
or disbelief.

Incorporating Facial Expressions

When Andrew saw James, he said: “T was really stunned that you handled
the entire presentation. That wasn’t how we practiced it, and it made me
look like I hadn’t contributed as much as you.” (“I” phrase) As he spoke,
he held his head up high, maintained good posture, kept his hands by
his sides, and did not fidget or gesture. He made eye contact with James,
his facial expression showed concern, and he smiled slightly to show

sincerity.

Tone of Voice

Voice tone is also considered a nonverbal action because how you say
something truly is more important that what you’re saying. For exam-
ple, if you open a conversation with an “I” phrase, such as: “I need to talk
to you about something,” the meaning will be understood by your tone,
which, conveys how you feel. It's important that your tone conveys the
correct message. So, when you begin a conflict resolution conversation
by saying, “I need to talk to you about something,” speaking in a neutral

or concerned tone is your best bet to receive a positive response.
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In addition to your tone, your message is affected by how loudly and
how fast you speak. If you're trying to remain calm when you feel upset
about something, speaking softly and slowly will actually help you calm
down. Further, the sounds you make when listening can show whether
you understand, agree with, or are confused by the message. When you
say “ahh,” “hmm,” “oh,” or “mhmm),” it shows that youre up to speed
with the conversation. When you utter “hmm?” or “oh?,” it signals you're

confused or don’t agree with what you're hearing.

Something to Think About

Some people have formed the habit of using up-speak—end-
ing every sentence by raising voice pitch—in their voice tone,
as if they’re asking a question. If you do this, break the habit.
It really serves no purpose.

Sample Tone of Voice

To communicate effectively, it's important to match your voice tone to
your emotions, but it’s also important to control your voice tone when

resolving conflict. For example:

o When beginning your conversation, speak in a tone that sounds
professional and nonthreatening.

« Throughout your conversation, use your tone to enhance your mes-
sage by showing concern and empathy.

« Ifyou notice that your tone is reflecting that you're feeling upset or
confused about a situation, try to also show that you're interested in

working together toward a positive solution.
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Reading Other People’s Tone of Voice

Listen to how the other person is speaking to you to pick up clues to

their emotions.

« If the person sounds angry, speak softly and calmly.

o If the person sounds confused, provide more details to explain your
position.

o« If the person sounds guilty or embarrassed, smile sympathetically
and say something to ease his or her discomfort.

o Ifthe person sounds dismissive, speak in a concerned tone and state
why you feel the way you do.

o If the person is speaking quickly or loudly, control your voice by
speaking slowly and softly, as that may help the other person calm

down.

Incorporating Tone of Voice Actions

When Andrew saw James, he said: “T was really stunned that you handled
the entire presentation. That wasn't how we practiced it, and it made me
look like I hadn’t contributed as much as you.” (“I” phrase) As he spoke,
he held his head up high, maintained good posture, kept his hands by
his sides, and did not fidget or gesture. He made eye contact with James,
his facial expression showed concern, and he smiled slightly to show
sincerity. He began the conversation by speaking in a neutral tone, but
changed to a concerned tone when he said that wasn’t how they prac-

ticed the presentation.

Assertiveness

Assertiveness is a state of mind that’s projected outward as confidence

and self-assurance. Although it is sometimes confused with aggressive-
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ness, there’s a distinct difference between the two. Assertiveness means
saying what’s on your mind, carefully choosing your words, matching
your actions to what you're saying, and being respectful toward the
other person. Aggressiveness means saying what's on your mind when it
comes to mind, giving no thought as to how you're going to present
yourself, and ignoring the nonverbal signals you send. If you act aggres-
sively, you'll likely come across as angry, arrogant, bossy, or egotistical.
Therefore, when you want to resolve conflict, project assertiveness by
acting confidently and self-assuredly. The other person is then more
likely to listen to you.

Assertiveness is an important life skill to develop. It shows that you
care enough to stand up for yourself constructively and respectfully.
However, most people aren’t born assertive; it’s a learned skill. To gain
confidence when approaching another person, learn to think through a
situation before speaking, view the situation from the other person’s
perspective, and plan how you want to present yourself. To be assertive,
you need to speak and act confidently. When you practice doing that,
your comfort level will grow until assertiveness becomes part of your

persona.

Something to Think About

Pay attention to the people around you who are assertive.
Watch how they present themselves and learn the positive

techniques that will help you become more assertive.

Sample Assertiveness

Assertiveness is reflected outward through the following actions:

» Speaking with confidence.

« Expressing your views clearly.
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« Speaking objectively.

« Staying calm.

+ Controlling your emotions when stating your position.

« Apologizing no more than necessary.

» Refusing to back down or allow someone to verbally bully you.

« Showing respect and consideration toward the other person.

Reading Other People’s Level of Assertiveness

Knowing how to read the other persons level of assertiveness will en-

hance your ability to work through a problem.

« If the person immediately backs down, show compassion. Try to
draw them back into the conversation so that you may work toward
a win-win solution. Never take advantage of a person who isn't

assertive.

o« If the person becomes angry or aggressive, remain calm. Speak in a
soft, controlled voice. It may help to address that person’s emotions
by saying something like: “I understand that youre angry about
this. Lets talk it out and find a solution we both agree to.” By re-
maining calm and speaking softly, you’ll help the other person calm

down.

Incorporating Assertiveness

When Andrew saw James, he said: “T was really stunned that you handled
the entire presentation. That wasn’t how we practiced it, and it made me
look like I hadn’t contributed as much as you.” (“I” phrase) As he spoke,
he held his head up high, maintained good posture, kept his hands by
his sides, and did not fidget or gesture. He made eye contact with James,
his facial expression showed concern, and he smiled slightly to show

sincerity. He began the conversation by speaking confidently and assert-
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ively using a neutral tone, but changed to a concerned tone when he said

that wasn’'t how they practiced the presentation.

Resolving Conflict: The Right Way

Andrew and his coworker, James, have been working on a project to
develop a new program to increase sales revenue in their department.
They were slated to present their interim report to the vice president of
marketing during yesterday’s staff meeting. Andrew and James had
spent a lot of time practicing their joint presentation and decided that
each would speak about different the key aspects of their proposal.
James volunteered to go first part and provide an overview of their proj-
ect. Andrew awaited for his turn to present the details, but James contin-
ued speaking and handled the entire presentation. Andrew’s dismay
turned to feelings of betrayal when James took most of the credit for the
project, merely mentioning that Andrew helped and thanking him for
his contributions. Because it wouldn't have looked professional to inter-
rupt James, Andrew sat through the presentation in stunned silence. By
the end of the presentation he was seething but managed to keep a neu-
tral facial expression.

When Andrew saw James, he said: “I was really stunned that you
handled the entire presentation. That wasn’t how we practiced it, and it
made me look like I hadn’t contributed as much as you.” (“I” phrase) As
he spoke, he held his head up high, maintained good posture, kept his
hands by his sides, and did not fidget or gesture. He made eye contact
with James, his facial expression showed concern, and he smiled slightly
to show sincerity. He began the conversation by speaking assertively us-
ing a neutral tone, but changed to a concerned tone when he said that
wasn't how they practiced the presentation.

James replied: “I'm sorry. It’s just that once I got going it didn’t seem

appropriate to break up the presentation.”
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Andrew paid close attention to James’s actions when he spoke.
James raised his eyebrows, shook his head glibly, shrugged his shoul-
ders, looked beyond Andrew rather than making make eye contact, and
used a dismissive tone. Clearly, James didn't feel sorry at all, but only
said the words to appease Andrew.

Andrew thought that James might respond in this manner, but he
did not back down or lose his confidence. He maintained his relaxed
stance, continued to make eye contact, and spoke in a concerned tone.
“I can understand that during the presentation you might have felt that
way. (understanding) But, since we both contributed equally through-
out this project, I would have appreciated being able to take part in the
presentation.” (“I” phrase) Andrew paused to give James a chance to
respond, still paying close attention to his nonverbal actions.

James crossed his arms in front of his body and looked down. He
shrugged his shoulders and replied: “Well, what can I say? What’s done
is done”

Andrew was dismayed that James didn’t seem to understand how he
telt during the presentation, but it was important that they resolve the
issue. “Yes, you're right, what’s done is done. But Id like to talk this out so
we can agree on how to handle the next presentation.” (compromise)

James relaxed his stance, dropping his hands to his sides. “Sure”

Andrew then reiterated: “I hope you can look at this from my point of
view. Let’s say that I started the presentation and when it was your turn
to speak, I continued and handled the entire presentation. When you
did that to me, I really felt devalued” (“I” phrase)

James furrowed his brows and nodded. “Youre right. I wouldn’t
have liked that done to me. Hey man, I'm really sorry. I guess I just got
caught up in the excitement of all the work we put into this”

“I totally see where that could happen. (understanding) During the
next presentation, Id like to speak first. And I promise that I'll turn it over

to you when it’s your turn. How does that sound?” (compromise)
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“I agree. And I wouldn't blame you if you decided to handle it all”
He laughed. Andrew smiled warmly.

“No, a deal’s a deal. I'll speak first but we'll each handle a portion of
the presentation.” They shook hands and then Andrew added: “I'm glad
we talked about this.” (resolution)

James nodded and smiled.

Andrew added: “Weve worked so well up to this point I wouldn’t

want anything to cause a rift between us.” (reconciliation)

Why This Works

When Andrew thought about how to confront James, he also thought
about his actions. He knew James was a headstrong person who wasn’t
likely to take responsibility for what he did, so Andrew wanted to make
sure he spoke and acted assertively. As he rehearsed what he wanted
to say, he also practiced his body language and facial expressions. He
wanted to look relaxed yet confident and be sure he maintained eye
contact.

Because he also paid close attention to James's actions, Andrew dis-
cerned that as soon as the conversation began, James assumed a defen-
sive pose. So, when James dismissively shrugged his shoulders and re-
plied, “what’s done is done,” Andrew didn't back down. Instead, he
assertively responded with a phrase of compromise. The two men were
then able to continue their dialogue in a constructive manner, with An-
drew taking the lead and offering phrases of compromise, resolution,
and reconciliation. Because Andrew was assertive and used his nonver-
bal actions to enhance his message, the two men were able to come to an
agreement and it’s likely that he and James will be able to plan the next

presentation without further problems.
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Five Steps to Effective
Conflict Resolution

D eople don’t always get along. Conflicts happen. It's how you deal

with conflict that can strengthen relationships, negatively affect

relationships, or sever them completely. When two or more
people disagree, the issue must be addressed before it escalates out of
control. It’s important to note that conflict is a natural component in any
relationship; therefore, viewing every conflict as an opportunity to grow
and strengthen the relationship will help you look for successful ways to
work through the problem. Thats accomplished by communicating
openly, understanding the other person’s point of view, and working to-
ward a solution that’s agreeable to all parties. Good resolution discus-
sion clears up confusion, channels positive energy, boosts confidence,
helps people move forward, and ultimately strengthens relationships.
Keeping your work relationships strong may be easy to achieve when
things are running smoothly, but what happens when there’s a problem?
Conflicts can quickly erode even the closest relationships and often arise
when someone feels slighted, left out of the loop, or unfairly treated.
Causes may include poor communication, a misunderstanding, the oc-

currence of many changes, a disagreement between people, or a person-
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ality clash. Conflicts are also common in high-producing teams in
which people are creative and passionate about their work. Basically,
any time people view a situation from different perspectives, conflicts
can arise.

However, conflict is not all bad. Without it, people can become
bored, complacent, or stagnant. When every conflict is viewed as an op-
portunity, you'll look for resolutions that allow for growth and develop-
ment. Effective conflict resolution gets people back on track, opens the
door to creative thought processes, and paves the way to open, honest,
and effective communication.

When you're vigilant and on the lookout for problems, you can
work to resolve issues when they’re still manageable. Become an active
observer and communicator. Stay involved and look for things that
seem askew. Be aware of coworkers who suddenly become negative,
quiet, agitated, or upset, as these are often signs of conflict. Watch for
signs that you and your boss aren’t communicating effectively. Even if
you’re unaware of a problem, but notice that a coworker or your boss is
acting in a way that indicates a conflict, ask whats going on, because
something likely is.

For every problem, someone must take ownership of the issue and
work to resolve it. If you're that someone, whether the issue is between
you and another person or you're responsible for mediating conflict be-
tween others, there’s another element to conflict resolution: the time
factor. Once you're aware of a problem, you don't have the luxury of
time to see how it'll play out.

Remaining calm and in control when dealing with conflict is essen-
tial. If the issue doesn't directly involve you, it should be easy to stay
composed. But what happens when you are involved? It’s going to be
much more difficult to control your emotions, but maintaining self-con-

trol and objectivity is paramount. If you find it difficult to stay calm, take
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some deep breaths to help slow your racing heart. Better yet, make it a
rule to always take time to fully think through a situation and calm
down before entering into a discussion. Any time you’re having a hard
time controlling your emotions during a discussion, postpone it to a
later time. It’s better to walk away than lose control.

The bottom line is that you can effectively deal with conflict when
you take the time to learn and practice the five-step process presented in
this chapter. At first, you’ll most likely feel uncomfortable confronting
conflict. Youll stumble and make mistakes. But when you recognize
these skills have begun to yield positive outcomes, you'll become more
comfortable in dealing with a minor disagreement with a coworker or
resolving a major problem that affects a group of people. As you become
more comfortable, your confidence will grow. As your confidence grows,
your coworkers and boss will see that youre a person of action who

seeks solutions and looks for the best outcomes.

Resolving Conflict: The Wrong Way

Dave and his coworkers, Tanya, Chad, and Angela, are a cohesive, close-
knit team. In the past, whenever a problem’s come up, they’ve been able
to work through it. But then Diana, Dave’s boss, asked him to take over
as team leader while she’ll be out on a one-month maternity leave. Even
though Dave is the newest member of the team, he felt proud that she
chose him. He was confident that her decision was based on his demon-
stration of strong leadership skills, his knowledge of the job duties, and
his role as the go-to person on the team.

As soon as his boss made the announcement, Dave immediately
noticed a subtle change in his coworkers. During the meeting, Tanya
looked down and didn’t speak. Chad’s facial expression became solemn

and, as he nodded his head slowly, he glanced at Angela, who raised her
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eyebrows and didn't look too happy either. After the meeting, Dave ob-
served his coworkers huddled closely together. When he walked up to
them, they stopped their conversation midsentence. Dave knew they
were upset because he was chosen. He felt hurt that they weren't happy
for him, but because they had always worked well together, he assumed
theyd get over whatever negative feelings they were experiencing.

However, that didn’t happen. After a week, his coworkers barely ac-
knowledged him. When Dave asked Chad to take over a project that hed
been working on, Chad took the paperwork and threw it onto his desk.
Dave didn’t know what to make of Chad’s reaction so he said: “Hey
Chad, if it’s too much for you to handle, I'll find a way to do it”

Chad shrugged his shoulders and said nothing, so Dave took the
project back. He figured everyone was upset at having to do additional
work. Even though he knew it would be a hardship for him, Dave didn’t
want to make waves, so he vowed to handle his workload plus Dianass.
He wasn't happy with how his coworkers seemed to turn against him,

but he didn’t want to say anything that might upset them more.

Why This Doesn’t Work

When Dave walked up to his coworkers who were huddled together, he
knew something was wrong. He used the wrong approach by not deal-
ing directly with the problem and hoping that things would smooth out
by themselves over time. Remember that not confronting any sort of
conflict will not make the problem go away. Rather, it makes the prob-
lem fester and grow. After the first week that his coworkers were barely
civil to him, Dave should have discussed the problem with them. His
decision to complete his work as well as to take care of Diana’s responsi-
bilities placed a needless hardship on him and made him look weak in
his coworker’s eyes. Because they had been a cohesive team, talking it

out would have proved more beneficial for the team.
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Step 1: Think First

When you're embroiled in a conflict, it may be tough to take time to
think about the issue, but such thought is essential to help you look at
the issue objectively. When you keep your objectivity, you can explore
other perspectives, which may even change your own. You do that by
staying focused on the issue rather than on the person. Before assuming
that’s someone’s done something to you on purpose or is out to get you,
take a step back, rein in your emotions, and look at the situation from all
angles. This may help you gain an understanding of the person’s inten-
tions. Even if you still can't explain why the person acted as he or she
did, taking the time to calm down and think rationally will put you in a
better position to effectively discuss the problem.

You may be drawn into situations in which you aren’t personally
involved in the conflict, but are asked to take sides. You can easily fall
into the trap of siding with one person and becoming emotionally in-
volved, especially if it’s a friend or close coworker. Even though your
tendency is to agree with your friend, try not to. Take time to think
through the situation before acting. Don’t readily assume that the other
person is at fault. Maintain your objectivity and help your coworker
calm down and think through the situation from all perspectives. When
you do that consistently, others will see you as someone who doesn't
jump to conclusions and who’s able to objectify conflicts rather than

pass judgment.

Key Points

Practice the following to help you think first:

« Never act or speak before you think.
o  Take time to calm down and control your emotions.

o Look at the situation from all perspectives.
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» Stay objective when thinking about the conflict.

o Focus on the problem, not the person.

 Think through your conversation, along with likely responses.
« Refrain from taking sides in other people’s problems.

o Tryto help the other person objectify the situation, rather than make

judgments.

Taking Time to Think About a Conflict

Dave and his coworkers, Tanya, Chad, and Angela are a cohesive, close-
knit team. In the past, whenever a problem’s come up they’ve been able
to work through it. But then Diana, Dave’s boss, asked him to take over
as team leader while she’ll be out on a one-month maternity leave. Even
though Dave is the newest member of the team, he felt proud that she
chose him. He was confident that her decision was based on his demon-
stration of strong leadership skills, his knowledge of the job duties, and
his role as the go-to person on the team.

As soon as his boss made the announcement, Dave noticed a subtle
change in his coworkers. During the meeting, Tanya looked down and
didn’t speak. Chad’s facial expression became solemn and, as he nodded
his head slowly, he glanced at Angela, who raised her eyebrows and
didn’t look too happy either. After the meeting, Dave observed his co-
workers huddled closely together. When he walked up to them, they
stopped their conversation midsentence. Dave knew they were upset be-
cause he was chosen. He felt hurt that they weren’t happy for him, but he
knew that if wanted the team to continue to operate efficiently and ef-
fectively, he needed to talk with his team members and resolve the prob-
lem before it got out of hand.

First, he thought about how to proceed by evaluating each person’s
personality and how he or she was likely to respond. He kept his objec-

tivity as he played out different scenarios. Then, he planned how to open
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the discussion and how hed work through the process to resolve the

problem.

Step 2: Gain a Better Understanding

After reining in your emotions and looking at the situation from the
other person’s viewpoint, you may have a better understanding of what
caused the situation and decide it really isn't a problem after all. If this is
not the case, before drawing conclusions or making decisions, you need
to talk with the other person about the situation. This should increase
your understanding of the person’s intent. When you address the issue
by asking questions to uncover additional facts, you’ll be in a better po-
sition to decide how to proceed with your conversation.

If you're the one taking ownership to resolve a conflict between oth-
ers, the best approach to gaining a better understanding is to get the
involved parties together and allow each person to tell his or her version
of the story. Encourage everyone to use “I” phrases, such as: I noticed...,
I felt..., or From my perspective.... Doing this keeps the discussion on a
nonjudgmental basis and the participants won't feel the need to become
defensive.

Still, there’s always the chance that people will become defensive or
emotional when talking about the conflict. If this happens, pay close at-
tention to the nonverbal cues and listen carefully to the message being
sent. Is the person hurt, angry, or embarrassed? What's the message be-
hind the words? Maintain eye contact, and show concern in your facial
expressions, but don’t frown, laugh, act nonchalant, or send improper
messages. Before responding, allow the person to vent and try not to
interrupt. Listen respectfully, as this will often help someone who’s an-
gry to calm down. No matter how emotional someone else becomes,
when it’s your turn to respond, be patient, be calm, and stay in control

of your emotions.
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If, at any time, someone appears to be losing control, keep your
composure and speak in a calm, soft voice. Assure the person you're
simply trying to gain a better understanding. Focus on the behavior and
offer an assurance that you want to resolve the problem. Say something
like: “T'm trying to find out why this happened so we can resolve the issue.
I can see that you're getting upset. Why don’t we take a few minutes to
calm down and then we can discuss the issue. Let’s take a walk to the break

room and get a cup of coffee.”

Something to Think About

Timing is critical. Before launching into a discussion, make
sure it's a good time, and, if it isn’t, schedule a time when
everyone can get together. You may also consider delaying a
meeting if people are emotional and, when you do meet,

choose a private place.

Key Points

Practice the following when gaining a better understanding:

« Never draw conclusions before first speaking to the other person.
« Question the other person in an objective and respectful manner.

« Carefullylisten to the response so that you gain an understanding of

how the other person views the issue.

« If more than two people are involved, get everyone together and al-

low each person to tell his or her version of the situation.
« Encourage everyone to use “I phrases” when explaining.

« If someone becomes emotional, pay attention to the nonverbal clues
behind the message.

« Listen carefully, and avoid interrupting.
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o When it’s your turn to respond, control your emotions.

« If someone becomes upset or starts losing control of his or her emo-
tions, acknowledge and offer an assurance. Defer your discussion

until the person has had time to calm down.

Gaining a Better Understanding of the Situation

Dave told everyone he wanted to talk with them and called the team
together in the conference room. He began: “When Diana made the
announcement that I'd be taking over as team leader, I felt that you
were bothered by that decision, and I think we need to talk about this
so we don’t lose the closeness weve developed as a team.” (“I” phrase,
compromise)

“It's important for us to be honest with each other,” he continued,
“so I'd like everyone to truthfully say how you feel about me being team
leader”

No one spoke up, so Dave said: “Chad, will you start? Tell me how
you felt when Diana made the announcement.”

Chad shifted uncomfortably in his seat and responded: “Even though
you're the newest member on the team, I understand why Diana chose
you. What bothered me is that it isn't fair that the three of us are now
going to have to do our work plus yours.”

Dave nodded. “T understand that.” (understanding) “Angela?”

“At first, part of me felt it should have gone by seniority. Tanya’s been
here the longest. But that’s not what bothered me the most. I agree with
Chad. We've all got our plates full now. How are we supposed to take on
more work?”

Dave turned to Tanya. “Do you agree with that?”

“Well, I don't agree that just because I've been here the longest I
should have been chosen,” Tanya replied. “I think Diana made the right

call when she picked you because youre the strongest member of our
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team. What bothered me is what Chad and Angela said. How are three
people supposed to do the work of four?”

Step 3: Define the Problem

When all the involved parties have expressed their views about the situ-
ation and you feel confident that you have a good understanding, you’ll
be able to define the problem by assertively stating how you view the
issue. Defining the problem involves saying “This is how I seeit...” and
then giving others the opportunity to express how they see it. By ac-
knowledging everyone’s point of view in an objective manner, you show
that you respect everyone’s opinion. You'll clear up any confusion and
ensure that everyone has had the opportunity to express and agree on
the definition of the problem. If you discover that someone hasn't spo-
ken up, encourage that person by saying: “What’s your take on this,
Shannon?”

Defining the problem is necessary before you can find an agreeable
solution. After recapping everyone’s take on the issue, check if someone
is confused or doesn’t agree with what you’re saying. If necessary, go
back a step and allow that person to present his or her side again to clear
up any misunderstandings. What's important is to ensure that you have
everyone’s input and that you define the problem before moving on to

the next step.

Key Points

Practice the following when defining the problem:

«  When you feel you have enough information, restate the problem

from your viewpoint. Then ask others how they view the problem.

«  Say something like: “I see it this way.... How do you see it?”
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« Before you move on to find a workable solution, everyone must

agree on how the problem is defined.

Defining the Problem to Clarify the Points of View

Dave took a moment to plan his response. Then he said: “Thanks for
your input. I appreciate that you're supportive that I'll be team leader. I
also appreciate your concern as to how the work’s going to get done. Is
that how all of you see it?”

He paid attention to their nonverbal signals as they each nodded in
agreement. They seemed a little more relaxed now that Dave had de-
fined the problem.

“I certainly understand where youre coming from. (understanding) I
assure you that I've already thought about that, and it concerns me too.
I feel strongly that we're going to resolve this issue so that we can all work
together. Ultimately, when Diana comes back from maternity leave, I want

her to see that we're the same close-knit team we've always been.”

Step 4: Offer Your Best Solution

You began your discussion by thinking about the situation in order to
keep an open mind and take an objective approach. You asked ques-
tions, listened to answers, and responded appropriately in an effort to
better understand the issue. You defined the problem by stating every-
one’s viewpoint and gained agreement from the involved parties as to
how they view the problem. Now it’s time to work toward an agreeable
solution. Begin by offering your best solution and then allow others to
either agree or offer an alternative. Make sure that you remain flexible
and cooperative if someone disagrees with your proposed solution. En-
courage cooperation among the involved parties. When people are will-
ing to cooperate, it’s a productive way to resolve the conflict; otherwise

the problem is likely to flare up in the future.

American Management Association / www.amanet.org


www.amanet.org

58 POWERFUL PHRASES FOR DEALING WITH DIFFICULT PEOPLE

When you offer your solution, encourage discussion and keep the
focus on the purpose of your meeting: to find the best solution that ev-
eryone can buy into. This isn't the place to decide who’s right and who’s
wrong. It may help to state this: “Let’s be respectful of everyone’s view-
points. It’s important that we remain flexible, cooperate, and be able to
compromise.” If you feel the discussion starts heading toward a blame
game, politely interrupt and assertively say that it isn’t the purpose to
assign blame, but rather to find a solution everyone can agree to. After
everyone’s contributed, objectively analyze the consequences of each
proposal. That will keep everyone focused on the issue at hand and keep
the discussion solution oriented.

Keep in mind that most of your conflicts are likely to involve you
and one other person rather than a group. Thus, offer your best solution
and ask the other person if he or she agrees. If not, encourage the other
person to offer another solution and be prepared to discuss what’s best.

During this step, respect differences and varying viewpoints. Try to
find something on which you can agree, as this will move you closer to
resolution. Pay attention to nonverbal cues, which can help you figure
out what the other person is looking to gain from the resolution. If you
can't agree, be prepared to give a little by offering a compromise. When
you show that youre willing to compromise, the other person will be
more open to giving a little as well, which will help you continue nego-
tiating to an agreeable end result.

If your role is to facilitate the discussion and guide others to reach an
agreement, maintain your objectivity, but understand that you may be
pulled into other people’s emotions. When you're listening, incorporate
positive words into your comments, such as “That sounds like it'll work,”
“I can see you're all trying hard to find a solution,” or “I'm glad you said
that,” which will keep the discussion productive and moving forward.
When you encourage people to be part of the solution, they’ll feel more

engaged and encouraged to work toward a successful resolution.
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There may be times when you might have to halt a conflict resolu-
tion meeting to give everyone a chance to think about what's best for all
involved before proceeding. If tempers flare or if people aren’t willing to
compromise, give everyone time to calm down by suspending the meet-
ing for a short time. Say that youd like to reschedule and that in the in-
terim youd like everyone to think objectively about whats best for all
involved. If, after meeting again, it’s still impossible to reach a solution,
you may have to involve your boss or someone who can objectively me-

diate and make the final call in order to move forward.

Something to Think About

If you're responsible for facilitating a conflict resolution meet-
ing, it may help to make a ground rule: no personal attacks,
no button pushing, and no insulting, which shows everyone

that you're focused on solving the problem.

Key Points

Practice the following when offering your best solution:

«  After offering your best solution, ask if the other party or parties agree.
« If everyone agrees, then you're ready to move to the final step.

« Ifthey don't agree, ask for other ideas.

« Allow everyone to propose a solution.

« Analyze the consequences of each proposal.

» Be respectful of everyone’s opinion.

« Keep the focus on finding the best solution.

« Emphasize that this is not a blame game.

o Tryto find common ground by looking for the things on which you

can agree.
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« Be prepared for give and take. Be the one to offer a compromise.

« If your role is to facilitate conflict resolution that doesn’t directly
involve you, maintain your objectivity.

o If the discussion stalls, postpone the meeting to give everyone a
chance to calm down and look at the situation more objectively. In
the event that youre not able to reach a compromise, involve some-

one with greater authority to mediate the meeting.

Offering Your Best Solution to the Problem

Dave continued. “Let’s talk about this and find the best solution. (com-
promise) I'd like to propose that I'll do Diana’s job and, if I have time, I'll
help you by doing some of my work. What do you think about that? ”

Tanya spoke up: “I understand it'll be difficult for you to do your job
plus Diana’s, but do you think you can guarantee that you’ll do part of
your workload every day?”

“If you could do that, I think itd be a big help,” Chad said. “Maybe
you could do Diana’s job in the morning and your work in the after-
noon.”

“Or maybe we could get together for a few minutes each morning
and decide how to handle the work,” Angela said. “I'm sure the three of
us can do more to help out, and if you could pitch in when we need you
that might solve the problem?”

“Thanks for your input. I'll handle the job duties that Diana needs me
to do, plus I'll guarantee you that I'll be able to pitch in with our workload.
Chad, I'm concerned about agreeing to every afternoon, though, because
I'll have a lot on my plate too. Angela, I like what you said about getting
together every morning for a few minutes so we can talk about what each
of us has scheduled for that day and decide how to share the work. Chad
and Tanya, how do you feel about that?” (compromise)

Tanya smiled and nodded. Chad said: “That works for me”
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Step 5: Agree on the Resolution

Step 4, which involves compromise, may be handled as swiftly as a short
exchange of a few sentences between you and a coworker or among co-
workers whose disagreement you are mediating. Or, it may be so in-
volved it'll take more than one meeting to come to an agreement about
the issue. Reaching an agreement depends on the problem, the people
involved, and the willingness of everyone to cooperate. There are vari-
ous ways to reach agreement, such as through consensus, by taking a
vote, or having one person making the call. The optimum way is through
consensus, whereby everyone has the opportunity to voice their opin-
ion, everyone remains flexible, and everyone compromises. In some situ-
ations, however, someone may not compromise or agree to the solution.
In those instances, ask if the person holding out will accept the final
outcome and can live with the group consensus.

If consensus isn’t achieved, you may have to resort to other mea-
sures, such as solving the problem the democratic way: everyone votes,
majority rules. This may occur when a number of people are involved
and it’s difficult to get everyone to agree to a resolution. While this isn’t
as effective an approach as reaching consensus, if you do put the resolu-
tion to a vote, make sure you explain to those who aren’t in agreement
why the majority feels this is best. Often, when people understand the
reasons behind a decision, they can buy into it.

You may also find yourself in situations in which you must make
the decision. For example, the problem may be so out of control that
the involved parties aren’t able to communicate and aren’t going to
agree on anything. When you make the call, it’s important to let every-
one know you listened to their views and you made the best decision
based on the input. It will help to begin by saying something like: “T've
taken all of your opinions into consideration, but ultimately I had to

make the decision and this is what it is....” Then explain why you made
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that decision and gain confirmation that everyone understands your
reasoning.

In any conflict resolution situation, once you've arrived at an agree-
ment, it's important to restate the resolution and make sure everyone
buys into it. Give everyone the chance for additional input. The only way
you’ll put conflict to rest is by ensuring everyone is agreeable to the final
decision. Approaching the situation with an open mind, fact finding to
gain a better understanding, defining the problem from everyone’s view-
point, negotiating to reach an agreeable solution, and getting agreement
on the resolution will help those involved move forward with confi-

dence and strengthen work relationships.

Something to Think About

Most of your conflicts are likely to involve you and one other
person rather than a group of coworkers. Thus, gaining agree-
ment may involve more compromise on your part to reach a
workable solution. But remember that in any conflict situa-
tion, it isn’t about winning. It’s about being open and flexible,
respecting other people’s points of view, and finding the solu-
tion that’s best for all involved, even if it means backing down

and not getting your way completely.

Key Points
Practice the following when agreeing on the resolution:

« Reach agreement through consensus, by taking a vote, or by one

person making the call.

« Attempt to reach agreement through consensus, whereby everyone

agrees on the final outcome.
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« If you resort to deciding by majority rule, explain why the majority
feels this is the best decision.

« Ifyou have to make the final call, explain that you listened carefully
to everyone’s suggestions and made the best decision based on the
information you had. Explain why you chose that decision.

o Once you've arrived at an agreement, restate the resolution and give
everyone the chance for additional input to ensure that they buy into

the final decision.

Gaining Agreement on the Outcome by Consensus,
Vote, or One Person Making the Call

Dave was pleased with the resolution. “Great. We're all in agreement. As
soon as wee all here every morning, we'll get together and plan our work
schedule. Then we'll jointly make a decision as to how we can help each
other out. I appreciate that you're willing to work hard and I promise that
I will, too.” (resolution)

Then he added: “I'm so glad we talked this out. We're a strong team,

and I feel that were going to become even stronger now.” (reconciliation)

Resolving Conflict: The Right Way

Dave and his coworkers, Tanya, Chad, and Angela, are a cohesive, close-
knit team. In the past, whenever a problem’s come up, they’ve been able
to work through it. But then Diana, Dave’s boss, asked him to take over
as team leader while she’ll be out on a one-month maternity leave. Even
though Dave is the newest member of the team, he felt proud that she
chose him. He was confident that her decision was based on his demon-
strating strong leadership skills, his knowledge about the job duties, and

his role as the go-to person on the team.
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As soon as his boss made the announcement, Dave immediately
noticed a subtle change in his coworkers. During the meeting, Tanya
looked down and didn’t speak. Chad’s facial expression became solemn
and as he nodded his head slowly, he glanced at Angela, who raised her
eyebrows and didn’t look too happy either. After the meeting, Dave ob-
served his coworkers huddled closely together. When he walked up to
them, they stopped their conversation midsentence. Dave knew they
were upset because he was chosen. He felt hurt that they weren't happy
for him, but he knew that if he wanted the team to continue to operate
efficiently and effectively, hed need to talk with his team members and
resolve the problem before it got out of hand.

First, he thought about how to proceed by evaluating each person’s
personality and how he or she was likely to respond. He kept his objec-
tivity as he played out different scenarios. Then he planned how to open
the discussion and how hed work through the process to resolve the
problem.

Dave told everyone he wanted to talk with them and called the team
together in the conference room. He began: “When Diana made the an-
nouncement that I'd be taking over as team leader, I felt that you were
bothered by that decision, and I think we need to talk about this so we
don’t lose the closeness weve developed as a team.” (“I” phrase)

“It's important for us to be honest with each other,” he continued,
“so I'd like everyone to truthfully say how you feel about me being team
leader”

No one spoke up, so Dave said: “Chad, will you start? Tell me how
you felt when Diana made the announcement.”

Chad shifted uncomfortably in his seat and responded: “Even
though you're the newest member on the team, I understand why Diana
chose you. What bothered me is that it isn’t fair that the three of us are
now going to have to do our work plus yours.”

Dave nodded. “I understand that” (understanding) “Angela?”
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“At first part of me felt it should have gone by seniority. Tanya’s been
here the longest. But that’s not what bothered me the most. I agree with
Chad. We've all got our plates full now. How are we supposed to take on
more work?”

Dave turned to Tanya. “Do you agree with that?”

“Well, I don't agree that just because I've been here the longest I
should have been chosen,” Tanya said. “I think Diana made the right call
when she picked you because you're the strongest member of our team.
What bothered me is what Chad and Angela said. How are three people
supposed to do the work of four?”

Dave took a moment to plan his response. Then he said: “Thanks for
your input. I appreciate that you're supportive that I'll be team leader. I
also appreciate your concern as to how the work’s going to get done. Is
that how all of you see it?”

He paid attention to their nonverbal signals as they each nodded in
agreement. They seemed a little more relaxed now that Dave defined the
problem.

“I certainly understand where you're coming from. (understanding) I
assure you that I've already thought about that and it concerns me too. I
feel strongly that were going to resolve this issue so that we can all work
together. Ultimately, when Diana comes back from maternity leave I want
her to see that we're the same close-knit team we've always been.”

Dave continued. “Let’s talk about this and find a solution we can all
agree on. (compromise) I'd like to propose that I'll do Diana’s job and, if
I have time I'll help you by doing some of my work. What do you think
about that? ”

Tanya spoke up: “I understand it'll be difficult for you to do your job
plus Diana’s, but do you think you can guarantee that you'll do part of
your workload every day?”

“If you could do that, I think itd be a big help,” Chad said. “Maybe you

could do Diana’s job in the morning and your work in the afternoon”
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“Or maybe we could get together for a few minutes each morning
and decide how to handle the work,” Angela said. “I'm sure the three of
us can do more to help out, and if you could pitch in when we need you
that might solve the problem.”

“Thanks for your input. I'll handle the job duties that Diana needs me
to do, plus I'll guarantee you that I'll be able to pitch in with our workload.
Chad, I'm concerned about agreeing to every afternoon, though, because
I'll have a lot on my plate too. Angela, I like what you said about getting
together every morning for a few minutes so we can talk about what each
of us has scheduled for that day and decide how to share the work. Chad
and Tanya, how do you feel about that?”(compromise)

Tanya smiled and nodded. Chad said: “That works for me.”

Dave was pleased with the resolution. “Great. We're all in agreement.
As soon as we're all here every morning, we'll get together and plan our
work schedule. Then we'll jointly make a decision as to how we can help
each other out. I appreciate that you're willing to work hard and I promise
that I will, too.” (resolution)

Then he added: “I'm so glad we talked this out. We're a strong team,

and I feel that were going to become even stronger now.” (reconciliation)

Why This Works

Because Dave took the time to plan his meeting, he was able to stay on
track and work through the five steps. Even though his initial response
was to feel hurt, he put his feelings aside, thought about the issue, and
focused on how his coworkers likely viewed the situation. Then, he gath-
ered the group together and addressed the issue by asking everyone to
tell him what was bothering them. He listened carefully, paid attention
to their nonverbal cues, and was able to define the problem and gain
everyone’s agreement. From there, he offered his best solution and then

encouraged Chad, Angela, and Tanya to offer their solutions. Because
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this was a fairly simple issue to resolve, Dave quickly restated and ana-
lyzed all the suggestions and then offered what he thought was the best
solution based on what each member proposed. By remaining flexible
and offering a compromise, Dave was able to gain agreement on the pro-
posed resolution. Throughout his meeting, he relied on powerful phrases
of understanding, compromise, resolution, and reconciliation. This team
is now motivated to maintain its continuity and cohesiveness and, be-
cause they talked through the problem, they’re likely to continue their

close-knit relationships with each other.
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Powerful Phrases
for Challenging
Coworker Situations

rying your best to get along with your coworkers is often diffi-

cult when they’re bothersome, frustrating, or irritating. Some

people can really get to you, whether it’s a coworker who con-
tinually says or does things that upsets you or one whose aggravating
habits drive you nuts. By empowering yourself with effective conflict
resolution skills, you’ll learn how to deal with other peoples’ quirks and
idiosyncrasies. This will help you get along with everyone at work. Then,
when you incorporate powerful phrases into your conversations with
coworkers and use effective nonverbal strategies to enhance your mes-
sages, you'll increase your ability to communicate well.

This chapter describes twenty coworker behaviors. You'll learn how
to employ the five-step conflict resolution process to help you deal with
these challenging situations. Sample dialogues are included for each of
the annoying behaviors. As in the first three chapters, the powerful
phrases are denoted in italics with the type powerful phrase noted in
(bold). For some of the behaviors, a “Something to Think About” help-

tul tip is included as well, demonstrating how to handle an unusual or
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difficult situation. Applying the five-step process to your interactions
with coworkers will give you the confidence to successfully resolve any

problem you encounter.

Basic Rules When Confronting a Coworker

When confronting a coworker about a problem, it’s always best to focus
on the situation rather than on the person. Your message will be better
received if it shows that you viewed the situation from other perspec-
tives, states how the offending behavior made you feel, and demon-
strates a willingness to remain open. Keeping a relaxed and open de-
meanor, matching your facial expressions to the conversation, and
speaking calmly and confidently can further increase your ability to
make your feelings known and successfully handle any problem. This
approach will enable you to resolve conflicts effectively and maintain
strong, supportive relationships with your coworkers.

Before learning how to handle specific behaviors, here are some ba-

sic rules to remember when attempting to resolve a conflict:

»  Always remain calm, no matter how the other person speaks to you.
o  Always treat others with respect.

« Don't overreact.

o Take a wait-and-see approach whenever possible.

«  Getaneutral persons perspective on the situation if you feel it'll help.
« Always speak in specifics and be prepared to share examples.

« Don't try to change people; focus only on changing the behavior.

«  Avoid complaining about people to others.

« Not every situation needs to be addressed, even if you feel confident

that you know how to effectively resolve conflict.
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« Ignoring a situation may sometimes be your best option, particu-
larly if it’s the result of an annoying habit you can learn to ignore.

»  Always give the person the chance to make things right; never go over
someone’s head without speaking to the involved person directly.

« If the situation can’t be resolved after your resolution conversation,
then and only then refer the matter to your boss.

« If the conversation heats up or you feel threatened, end the discus-

sion and get someone else to mediate.

The following examples involve a conflict that arises between two
employees, although the dialogue can be easily adapted for use in a
group setting in which you’re directly involved or responsible for medi-
ating a conflict. But, when a group of coworkers has a problem with one
other person, it’s usually best to have one person confront the coworker.
Otherwise, he or she may feel ganged up on and is likely to become de-

fensive and noncommunicative.

How to Deal with a Backstabber

Amanda and Vicky had been working closely on a project for the past two
weeks. During that time, Amanda got to know Vicky well and considered
her more than a coworker; she considered Vicky her friend. Vicky had
bragged to Amanda that she thought they were the two best employees and
then said that the other members of their team were pretty much idiots.
Although Amanda didn’t consider herself a gossip, she found herself agree-
ing with Vicky when shed talk about their coworkers. But then Amanda
heard from another of their coworkers that Vicky had been badmouthing
her, saying that her work on the project was substandard and that Amanda

wasn’t doing her share of the work. Amanda was flabbergasted. While she
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often agreed with Vicky that they were the two best members of their team,
she didn’t know why Vicky would stab her in the back, especially when she
thought they worked well together.

If you work with someone who likes to talk about other people to
you, chances are that person is going to talk about you to others, too.
Some people like to put other people down, and they often do it to make
themselves feel better, more important, or smarter. And, like Amanda,
you may have enjoyed listening to the badmouthing. That is, until you
heard that the person badmouthed you. You probably felt angry or hurt
or indignant. What the person did was deceitful and underhanded. You
wonder what else the person said about you that hadn’t gotten back to
you. The more you think about it, the more upset you become.

The best practice is not to talk negatively about anyone and don't
enter into conversations with coworkers who talk about others. Stay
above the fray. But even when you behave in this manner, at some time
something someone said about you is going to get back to you. When it
does, take action. Rather than retaliating and making a nasty comment
about the backstabber, don't say anything until you've given yourself
time to calm down. Then go directly to the backstabber. You need to
stop this behavior, so discussing what you heard and giving the person a
chance to respond gives you the edge in stopping future attacks by this
person.

Amanda was hurt that Vicky would talk about her, especially when
she thought they were friends. She wanted to immediately go to Vicky and
tell her off, but didn’t.

Step 1: Think First

Amanda took time to calm down. When she was able to think more
clearly, she thought about how to handle the conversation she dreaded

having with Vicky. She played out various scenarios and, when she ap-
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proached Vicky, Amanda felt confident that shed be able to handle the
conversation well. She also knew that shed have to present herself in
an assertive manner. Otherwise, Vicky would have the upper hand in
the conversation. Amanda made sure to maintain eye contact when

she spoke.

Step 2: Gain a Better Understanding

“Vicky, someone told me that you said that my work on the project was
substandard and that you're tired of having to do most of the work,”
Amanda said. “I was stunned when I heard that, but mostly I was hurt
that youd talk about me like that” (“I” phrase)

Vicky shifted uneasily and looked down. Amanda wondered if Vicky
was trying to gather her thoughts. “Who told you that?,” Vicky asked.

Amanda was prepared for that question and wasn’t going to deflect
the conversation away from the badmouthing, so she replied: “It doesn’t
matter who told me. What matters is that youd say something like that.
Is that how you truly feel about working with me?”

“No. I don’t remember saying that, but if I did I only said it as a joke,”
Vicky spoke adamantly.

Step 3: Define the Problem

“So what you're saying is that you don't remember but you may have
made a joke about me?” Amanda asked.

“I might have. I really don’t remember;” Vicky responded.

“Well, even making a joke about me bothers me because the person I
heard it from didn’t take it as a joke. (“I” phrase) I know that youre a
good worker and you're very smart. (understanding) But, so am I. And
if we're going to work together, I don't appreciate having you joke about
my work, especially when I know that we contribute equally to the proj-

ect” Amanda was proud of the way she was handling the conversation
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by not letting Vicky off the hook or sidestep the issue. “Do you under-
stand why hearing that bothered me so much?”
Vicky responded: “Yes, I do. If I said anything, 'm really sorry”

Step 4: Offer Your Best Solution
Amanda didn’t back down. “Thanks for apologizing. And, going forward,

please come to me if you have any problems rather than talking or joking
about me to other people.” (compromise)

Vicky seemed relieved. “I promise you that if I ever have a problem,
I'll talk to you about it

Step 5: Agree on the Resolution

“Good. (resolution) Amanda continued: “I like working with you and don’t

want anything to come between our working relationship.” (reconciliation)

Why This Works

Had Amanda confronted Vicky when she was emotional, the conversa-
tion wouldn’t have gone so smoothly. Amanda calmed down and then
was able to think about the situation more objectively. She stated the
facts of what she heard and allowed Vicky time to respond. She didn’t
take the bait when Vicky asked who told her that; doing so would have
changed the focus of the dialogue. Amanda was assertive and remained
calm throughout their conversation and was able to resolve the issue
satisfactorily. But Amanda learned a valuable lesson about people who
talk negatively about others. Going forward, she planned to take a dif-
ferent approach when Vicky talked about their coworkers by telling her

she didn’t want to hear those types of comments.
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Something to Think About

Beware of agreeing with someone who's badmouthing another
coworker. Word might get back to that person that you were
the one who did the badmouthing, when you only agreed with
what was said. Best practice: If someone says something about
a coworker, stay neutral and don't offer your opinion unless it’s

to stand up for the person.

Applying the Approach

Apply the following principles when dealing with a backstabber:

Don't fall into the trap of agreeing with someone whos badmouth-

ing your coworkers.

Don't confront the backstabber when you’re upset or angry, which

are normal emotions if you learn that someone badmouthed you.
Do, however, plan to speak to the person.

Give yourself time to calm down so that you can think about the
conversation you need to have.

Begin your conversation with the person by stating what you heard
and how it affected you.

Ask the person to explain.

Make sure the backstabber understands what the problem is. The
only compromise you should have to offer is that you expect him or
her to come to you directly if he or she has a problem with you
rather than talking about you behind your back.

End the conversation with phrases of resolution and reconciliation.
Keep this person at arm’s length and watch what you say and how

you act when together.
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How to Deal with a Brownnoser

Lauren and her coworkers were becoming increasingly upset with their
coworker, Mia, for her constant brownnosing. They tried applying peer
pressure by making snide comments and rubbing their noses whenever
Mia chummed up to their boss, Antonio, but nothing’s worked. To make
matters worse, Antonio loved the attention and began showing favoritism
toward Mia. Last week, she started coming in 30 minutes late every day.
When someone questioned her about it, she said, “I'm having trouble get-
ting here earlier because I have to drop my baby off at daycare. I spoke to
Antonio about it, and he’s fine with me starting later. Besides, I'm going to
make the time up at lunch so its no big deal.” But to her coworkers, it was
a big deal. Mornings are the busiest time of day, and they could use the
extra person to answer the early calls.

Brownnosers can be pretty irritating because they’re in it for them-
selves. They flatter for favors. They suck up for personal gain. They grab
the boss’s attention through compliments and adulation. They fawn over
those who can help them succeed. And they do it for selfish reasons:
they want to gain an advantage, a promotion, or a special favor.

Applying peer pressure is often the most successful way to handle
the office brownnoser. The group may make joking comments to the
coworker. Someone may make the hand gesture of rubbing their nose in
front of the team, whose members are likely to laugh at the brownnoser.
Trying to embarrass a brownnoser may be effective, especially if he or
she cares about the team. But, if the person is in it to seek a promotion
or special favors from the boss, peer pressure may not work.

In that event, the best approach may be to ignore the brownnoser,
focus on doing a good job and positioning yourself so that your boss
sees your accomplishments. But if the boss is buying in to the brown-

noser’s flattery and begins showing favoritism, it’s time to take action. In
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this situation, it’s best to speak to your boss, because the brownnoser
isn’t going to stop the behavior as long as the boss is responding to it.
Besides, if your boss is showing favoritism, it’s your boss that you have
the conflict with, not the brownnoser.

Lauren is the unofficial team leader, and she offered to speak to Anto-

nio about this since it’s affecting the team’s productivity.

Step 1: Think First

Before going to Antonio, Lauren realized that shed have to tread lightly.
She didn’t want to sound as though she was complaining or whining, so
she decided to focus on the facts and approach him from the standpoint
of how Mia’s coming in late was affecting the entire team. Lauren met

with Antonio in his office.

Step 2: Gain a Better Understanding

“I want to talk to you about something that’s affecting our entire team,”
Lauren told him. “Mia’s been coming in a half hour late every morn-
ing. She said it’s okay with you, but it’s really not okay with our team.
We have to handle the overload of calls that she should be helping
answer, and its starting to affect our workloads.” (“I” phrase) Lauren
maintained her composure, was assertive, and looked directly at Anto-
nio as she spoke.

“Mia has a problem with dropping her baby off and getting here by
8:30,” Antonio explained. “T agreed that she can start at nine and make
up her time at lunch” Antonio looked directly at Lauren when he spoke.
She could tell that he wasn’t ready to back down.

“I know full well its an adjustment having a baby. (understanding) I
experienced that when I had my baby, but I dealt with it,” Lauren re-
sponded. “In fact, I still have to drop my daughter off at daycare, but 'm

able to make it to work on time””
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Step 3: Define the Problem

Antonio didn't say anything, so Lauren continued. “I think I understand
that from your point of view, you feel that it’s all right for one member
of our team to start later than the rest of us.”

“Well, I hadn’t thought about it that way,” Antonio told her. “T was
thinking it's more about my being flexible”

“Okay, sure,” Lauren said. “So you’re being accommodating because
of Mia’s baby”

Antonio nodded. Lauren felt that his nod was an agreement with

her definition of the problem.

Step 4: Offer Your Best Solution

Lauren was prepared to offer a solution. “Id like to discuss this arrange-
ment with you to see if we can find a solution that’s agreeable to the entire
team since none of the rest of us have flexible schedules,” she continued.
(compromise)

“I don’t see what we need to talk about,” Antonio countered. “She’s
going to make up the time.”

“Here’s where the team has a problem,” replied Lauren. “When the
office opens at 8:30 we're bombarded with calls. Early mornings are our
busiest times. Without Mia here to help out, the rest of us are fielding
additional calls and it’s backing up our work for the day. By the time Mia
comes in and actually starts taking calls, the rest of have four or five
commitments already. It’s causing a hardship for us to get our work done.
We appreciate that she has to get her baby to daycare, but I used to drop
my baby off at the same daycare and made it on time. We really need her
here when the office opens for business.” (“I” phrase, resolution)

Antonio shifted uncomfortably in his chair. Lauren maintained eye
contact and remained composed, sitting up straight and keeping a con-

cerned facial expression.
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“Well, T guess I hadn’t thought how this was going to affect the
team,” Antonio said. “I see your point. I'll speak to Mia and tell her that
I need her here at 8:30 when the rest of you start work. I didn't realize
you had used the same daycare, so if you could do it she should have no

problem getting here on time.”

Step 5: Agree on the Resolution

“Thanks, Antonio, that sounds reasonable,” Lauren said. “We realize that
every once in a while one of us is going to run into a problem, but as long
as she can be here when the rest of us start, it’'ll help even out the workload
for the day.” (resolution) “I'm glad I talked to you about this. Our team
has always worked well together, and I wouldn’t want something like this
to cause any problems. (reconciliation)

Antonio responded, “Me too. I'm sorry that I handled this the way I
did. I'll speak to Mia today.”

Why This Works

Rather than becoming more disgruntled about Mia’s brownnosing, the
team decided to take action. There would have been no sense in saying
anything to Mia, because Antonio bought into her brownnosing and
began showing favoritism by allowing her to work a different schedule
than was expected from the rest of the team members. There was no
reason for Mia to change her tactics when they were working to her
advantage. Lauren thought about how best to confront Antonio and de-
cided to take a direct approach by explaining how his actions affected
the team. Throughout her conversation, Lauren projected assertive body
language by maintaining eye contact, sitting up straight, and keeping a
concerned facial expression. She was able to communicate effectively
that the rest of the team was handling a larger portion of the workload

due to Mia’s lateness. Antonio understood and agreed to speak to Mia.
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While Mia may not be happy with the new arrangement, the team mem-
bers agreed that after Antonio spoke to Mia, they would also speak to
her and hopefully get her to understand that they all needed to work

together as a team.

Applying the Approach

Apply the following principles when dealing with a brownnoser:

« Use peer pressure, as it is often effective when dealing with the team
brownnoser.

« Try gentle chiding, joking, and rubbing one’s nose, as these actions
may help the brownnoser understand that the behavior is unaccept-
able to the team.

« Take action if the boss (or recipient of the brownnosing) starts buy-
ing in to it and begins showing favoritism.

« Recognize that the problem is now with the boss, who is granting
special favors, so that’s the person to speak to.

« Think before speaking, and remember to focus on how the boss’s

actions are affecting the rest of the team.

o Ask questions to gain a better understanding that will help you de-
fine the problem and also help get the boss to understand there is a

problem.
» Be prepared to offer your best solution.

« Know that your efforts may fall on deaf ears. If the boss isn’'t willing

to agree to your proposed solution, there’s not a lot you can do.

o Well, actually there is. Focus on doing your best job and finding
ways to showcase your accomplishments to your boss.
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How to Deal with a Bully

Cindy dreaded going to work knowing that shed have to put up with
Diane’s berating, demeaning, and humiliating behavior toward her. Cin-
dy’s job duties included creating invoices for Diane, who was responsible
for completing and forwarding them to customers. Often, Diane would
berate Cindy for not completing them on time, a claim that was un-
founded. For whatever reason, Diane had singled Cindy out and made
her the target of continuous disparagement. Cindy was a good worker,
but she wasn’t assertive or able to stick up for herself. She had tried
ignoring Diane, hoping shed stop. When she didn’t, Cindy wished she
could be as mean to Diane as Diane was to her, but it wasn’t her na-
ture to treat others in that manner, so she continued to put up with the
bullying.

Unlike a criticizer who feels the need to harshly judge everyone, a
bully singles out one person who becomes “prey.” Bullies may hurl in-
sults, display menacing behavior, show their dislike, act out disre-
spectfully, give dirty looks, or make fun of their target. They may also
expect the victim to do their work and complain about how the victim
works. In addition, they may overstep their boundaries in the victim’s
workspace by rummaging through papers or going through files with-
out permission.

No one deserves to be bullied. And no one should suffer in silence.
The most important rule to remember when dealing with a bully is that
you need to put a stop to the behavior. When confronting a bully, stay
calm and tell the person the behavior needs to end. Then, set boundaries
for your working relationship. If the bullying continues, document each
incident. If possible, ask a trusted coworker if he or she witnessed the
behavior and would be willing to back you up. Discuss the bullying in-

cidents with your boss or a human resources manager. Let the manager
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know that you've already confronted the bully, but the behavior hasn’t
stopped. Review your documentation with the manager and allow him
or her to deal with the bully.

One of Cindys coworkers had noticed the bullying and suggested to
Cindy that she confront Diane. Even though it would be uncomfortable for
Cindy to do that, she knew that’s what she needed to do. She was tired of turn-
ing the other cheek only to be demeaned again. Because her feelings were
slowly simmering toward anger, Cindy felt it best to approach Diane before

she lost her cool and said something that could only make matters worse.

Step 1: Think First

Cindy talked to the coworker who said she should confront Diane. To-
gether, they discussed the situation and ran through various conversations
until Cindy felt comfortable saying what she wanted to say. She didn't feel
a need to ask questions to better understand why Diane spoke to her as she
did. There was no excuse for bullying, so she decided the best tactic would
be to confront Diane the next time the bullying started, define the problem,

and move to the solution step. She didn't have to wait long.

Step 2: Gain a Better Understanding

Not applicable, as explained in Step 1.

Step 3: Define the Problem

Diane soon walked past her desk and said: “I'm still waiting for today’s
invoices. What is your problem? Are you retarded or just slow?”

Cindy stood up, faced Diane, made eye contact, and replied: “I'm
working on a project that has a higher priority. When I'm finished, I'll
work on the invoices and get them to you.”

Diane was nonplussed. “I need the invoices now so whatever you’re
working on, let it wait.”

“No, Diane. I'm going to finish the project and then T’ll get to the

invoices. I'll have them to you this afternoon in plenty of time for you to
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complete them today” Cindy spoke as assertively as she could, main-
taining eye contact, even though that was uncomfortable for her.

Diane glared at her. Even though Cindy felt her knees knocking, she
said in her boldest voice: “Do you understand that I will get them to you
in time for you to complete them?” Diane said nothing.

Cindy continued: Diane, I don’t know why you feel you have the right
to treat me disrespectfully and, frankly, I don’t care. I've put up with it long
enough, and I need you to stop treating me this way.” (“I” phrase)

“I don’t know what you're talking about.” Diane glared at Cindy, ex-
pecting her to crack and back down.

“I'm sure you know exactly what I'm talking about,” Cindy said.
“I've taken your demeaning comments too long. I've put other work
aside to get you the invoices when I know that youre demanding
them just to give me a hard time. I do have other work, so going for-
ward I'll get the invoices to you each day by early afternoon.” Even
though Diane never agreed she was causing a problem, Cindy felt
confident that she had stated very clearly how Diane’s behavior was

affecting her.

Step 4: Offer Your Best Solution

Cindy felt her confidence grow as she offered her solution: “Going for-
ward, I expect you to treat me respectfully. If you don’t or can’t, then please
don’t say anything to me. (compromise) I don’t deserve to be treated this

way, and I'm not going to accept it anymore.” (“I” phrase)

Step 5: Agree on the Resolution

Diane gave her a dirty look, but walked away without saying a word.
Cindy felt empowered that she had finally spoken up and, even though
Diane hadn’t agreed, Cindy felt that Diane understood her resolution
loud and clear. As for offering a phrase of reconciliation, Cindy wanted
to wait and see if Diane’s behavior changed for the better. If it did, shed

offer one when one was warranted.
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Why This Works

Successfully confronting a bully requires that you maintain a calm and
assertive demeanor, speaking confidently and candidly. Because she
had practiced with a coworker, Cindy was able to say what she wanted
to say to Diane. She didn’t beat around the bush or belabor the point,
but spoke straightforwardly. She explained the problem, stated that
she was no longer willing to be bullied, told Diane the behavior needed
to stop, and let her know when she could expect the invoices. Be-
fore the confrontation, Cindy had also begun documenting each inci-
dent. She wasn't sure the bullying would stop, so she was prepared to
take the next step and go to her manager with the documentation if

necessary.

Applying the Approach
Apply the following principles when dealing with a bully:

» Try ignoring the behavior in hope that the bully will grow tired of
your failure to respond and stop.

o+ If the behavior continues, remind yourself that you don’t deserve to
be treated this way.

« Ifyour place of business has formal procedures about bullying, then
you may decide to go directly to your boss or human resources
without confronting the person.

« If you decide to confront the bully, there’s no need to work through
the phases of fact finding and defining the behavior.

« Practice your conversation so that you're able to stay calm and in
control when you speak to the bully.

« Remember that the most empowering words you need to say are:
“The behavior needs to stop.” If you feel the need or if the bully de-
nies the behavior, give examples.
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« Understand that you may not get the bully to back down and agree
that the behavior was out of line.

» Be prepared to offer your resolution by stating specifically how you

expect to be treated.

o If the bullying continues, document each incident. Your documen-
tation should speak for itself so include date and time, what the per-

son said or did, and if there were any witnesses to the conversation.

o Then, speak to your boss or a human resources manager.

How to Deal with a Credit Taker

Earlier in the day, the vice president of the company visited the field office.
Kayla and her coworkers were busy doing their jobs while Julie, the most
outgoing team member, was promoting herself to the VP. Kayla and her
coworkers looked at each other in astonishment as they listened to Julie tell
the VP about the directory she created because their entire team had con-
tributed to the project. And, it wasn’t even Julie’s idea. Kayla wanted to
step up, join the conversation, grab some of the spotlight back, and give
credit where credit was due but she, like her coworkers, kept quiet.
Dealing with a credit taker may be one of the most aggravating be-
haviors you’ll come across at work. You know the type. When your boss
or a member of upper management visits your office, the credit taker
shines the spotlight directly on himself or herself for work on which you
helped or for which you were solely responsible. You watch dumb-
founded, so shocked that your coworker would do this that you're
speechless. Credit takers may take many shapes, including a coworker
who asks for your help but doesn’t acknowledge your contributions, a
team member who takes 100 percent credit for completing a project
your team worked on, or the person with the gift of glib talk who knows

how to promote himself or herself to the omission of everyone else.
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We've all worked with credit takers. We've all been frustrated by
them. And we've all been caught off guard and allowed the person to
steal the spotlight from us. The most effective way to handle a credit
taker is to be prepared and speak up during the credit taking process.

Kayla didn’t think quickly enough to speak up and give the team credit
for the project. What Julie did was not fair, as she undermined the entire
team. The group was so upset that the members talked about what hap-
pened when Julie went on break. Rather than having the entire team con-

front Julie, Kayla offered to speak to her one on one.

Step 1: Think First
Before Kayla approached Julie, she thought about the situation. She

found it difficult to understand Julie’s perspective because she would
never behave that way. She decided to let Julie know how everyone felt,
ask her to explain, and go from there. But she was also determined to get

Julie’s agreement that she wouldn't do this again.

Step 2: Gain a Better Understanding

After taking a deep breath, Kayla approached Julie: “I want to talk to you
about what happened when Mr. Sanders was in the office today. Do you
have a minute now?”

Julie nodded, and Kayla said, “Let’s go into the conference room so
we can talk quietly”

After closing the door, Kayla continued: “When I heard you take all
the credit for the directory our team created, I was really shocked and so
was the rest of our team. We all felt betrayed that youd do that” (“I”
phrase) She spoke assertively, remained calm, and kept her facial ex-
pression neutral. “Rather than everyone talking to you about this, I vol-
unteered to speak for the team.”

“I didn’t realize I did that,” Julie countered casually. “Sorry”

“You mentioned that you didn’t realize you did that, and I can un-
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derstand how that could happen (understanding), but I'm wondering
why you would take sole credit for a team project,” Kayla said.

“It wasn’t a big deal,” Julie replied. “I'm sure Mr. Sanders knew that
it was a group effort. I just happened to be the one available to tell him

about it”

Step 3: Define the Problem

“Okay,” Kayla said. “So what you're saying is that you didn’t realize you
took all the credit and that you were the one available so you became the
team spokesperson.”

Julie shrugged her shoulders and nodded. She looked uncomfort-
able.

Kayla didn’t let her off the hook. “Do you agree with that?”

Julie said: “Yeah, I guess so. I certainly wouldn’t do anything to un-
dermine the team. I just happened to be available when Mr. Sanders

stopped by

Step 4: Offer Your Best Solution

“Look Julie, we need to find a solution so this doesn’t happen again,” Kayla
continued. (compromise) “Especially since everyone on our team felt an-
gry and betrayed that you spoke only of your accomplishments rather than
the groups.” (“I” phrase)

“I'm sorry, Julie said. “What more can I say?”

“Going forward, wed like your assurance that if you happen to be the
one speaking for the team, you’ll give credit to the entire group.” responded
Kayla. “Speak in terms of ‘we’ rather than T’. (compromise) Had you done

that this time we wouldn't have been upset. Will you agree to that?”

Step 5: Agree on the Resolution

Julie nodded. “Now I can see how what I did bothered everyone. Going

forward, I'll make sure that I speak more carefully and include all of us”
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“That sounds great,” Kayla said. “I'm glad we talked this out, and I'm
also glad that you understand how what you did made us feel. (resolu-
tion) Weve always been a strong team and now that we talked this out we
can only become stronger.” (reconciliation)

“I'm going to apologize to everyone right now;” Julie promised.

Why This Works

Because Kayla volunteered to speak to Julie, it didn't appear as though the
entire team was pouncing on her. Kayla spoke assertively and remained
calm. She was prepared for Julie’s answer that she didn’t do it on purpose
and then asked Julie if she realized how that made the team feel. Kayla
didn’t back down, but offered the suggestion that in the future, Julie speak
in terms of the entire team rather than only of herself. When Julie agreed,
Kayla offered phrases of resolution and reconciliation that ended their
meeting on a positive note. By offering to apologize to the team, Julie isn’t

likely to take credit for team accomplishments in the future.

Something to Think About

Credit takers are in it for themselves and don't really care
about others. Consider that any time you approach a credit
taker your coworker may become dismissive, as Julie was, or
defensive. Be ready for these likely scenarios and you’ll be
prepared to continue your discussion in an assertive, confi-

dent manner.

Applying the Approach
Apply the following principles when dealing with a credit taker:

« Be on your guard. Circumvent your coworker by speaking up and

taking or giving credit where credit is due.
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« Look for opportunities to showcase your own accomplishments.
Often, credit takers are the more gregarious members of the group

and find it easy to shine the spotlight on themselves.

« Practice tooting your own horn by thinking through some sce-
narios and how you might speak positively about yourself. Prac-
ticing will help you learn how to promote your accomplishments
in a modest manner, so that it doesn't sound as though you're
bragging.

o Ifthe credit taker gets one (or more) past you, it may be time to ad-
dress the issue by speaking to the person. Explain how it made you
feel and follow the five-step process to negotiate a successful conclu-
sion. And, if it’s a group situation, the better approach is to have one
person speak for the group.

« If, after speaking to the credit taker, the behavior doesn't stop, stay
on your guard. Be prepared to offer your input when the credit t
starts again.

« Bottom line, don’t be a wallflower. Be assertive and speak up for
yourself because if you don't, upper management may never realize

your contributions.

How to Deal with a Criticizer

The first time Mark criticized Vince, a new employee, Vince didn’t reply.
He figured that Mark was either having a bad day or didn’t know that
Vince had only been partially trained. The second time Mark criticized
him, Vince apologized and commented that hed be glad when he received
the rest of his training. This morning Mark again lashed out at Vince in
front of some of their team members about work he had done, and then
loudly asked him: “Why did you do that?” Vince felt the question was de-
rogatory and out of line; hed had enough of Marks criticizing. Vince won-
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dered: Was Mark going to continually take potshots and belittle him just
because he wasn't as experienced?

Some people are born criticizers. While some people talk about oth-
ers behind their backs, criticizers have no problem taking the talk di-
rectly to the person. They take potshots, rely on cheap shots, and use
sarcasm when speaking. If they don’t speak directly to the person, they
make aside comments loud enough for the person to hear. As in Vince’s
case, a criticizer may feel more comfortable picking on new employees
because they’re an easy target. In other cases, it doesn’t matter how new
or experienced an employee is. A criticizer may still feel the need to
continually berate, challenge, or disparage a coworker. Some people
criticize others because they feel the need to “help,” but don’t have the
filter to screen how best to offer help. Others may criticize to make
themselves feel superior. And, some people criticize because they feel it’s
their “job” to point out other people’s insecurities and shortcomings.

Whatever the reason for a person’s criticizing, it can be very tiring,
whether youre a new employee who hasn’t yet found your comfort
level at work or an experienced employee who knows what you're do-
ing. The first time someone criticizes you, the best response may be no
response. Or, if you feel the need to reply, you might say: “Thank you
for your opinion.” This will likely leave the person speechless and end
the conversation. Then you can decide whether the criticism is valid. If
it is, you need to decide how to act on it. In the case of a constant criti-
cizer like Mark, you can either continue to ignore the person, continue
to thank the person for his or her opinion, or enter into a conflict reso-
lution conversation.

Vince had grown tired of Mark’s daily criticisms. When Mark called
him out in front of their coworkers, he felt it was time to talk to Mark and
let him know that he didn’t appreciate the daily criticisms, especially since

he was new and still getting his bearings.

American Management Association / www.amanet.org


www.amanet.org

Powerful Phrases for Challenging Coworker Situations 91

Step 1: Think First

Vince also didn’t want to alienate Mark, whom he knew to be an experi-
enced colleague who could be a big help to him. Vince decided to let
Mark know how the constant criticizing made him feel, yet also convey
to Mark that he respected his knowledge. Vince thought about how to
tell Mark how hed like to be treated going forward. When he felt com-
fortable working through the conversation in his head, he spoke to
Mark.

Step 2: Gain a Better Understanding

“Mark, if you have a few minutes I'd like to talk to you about something.”

“Sure, what’s up?”

“Since I started working here, you've criticized my work repeat-
edly. This morning when you called me out in front of other coworkers,
that was out of line. It really bothered me that youd do that, considering
I've only been on the job a few weeks.” (“I” phrase) Vince did his best to
maintain good posture, make eye contact, and keep a concerned facial
expression.

“Hey, I was only joshing with you,” Mark responded.

“It wasn't funny to me” Vince felt that Mark said that to appease
him. Vince wasn't about to back down.

Mark said: “Lighten up a little. You've got to know I was only joking.”

Step 3: Define the Problem

Vince replied: “If you meant that as a joke, I now have a better under-
standing of where you were coming from. (understanding) And, my un-
derstanding is that your idea of joking is to call someone out in front of
other people”

Mark shrugged and laughed uneasily.
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Step 4: Offer Your Best Solution

Vince was glad that he had rehearsed what he wanted to say because he
was very comfortable when he continued. “Being a new employee and
not knowing as much as the rest of you already puts me in an uncomfort-
able position. But Mark, no one has a right to criticize me like you did,
joking or not. Id like us to agree on how we communicate with each other
going forward.” (compromise)

“Okay, I get it. ’'m sorry if I took a joke too far. I won't do it again,”
Mark said.

“I respect that you're very knowledgeable, and I'd like to know that I
can come to you when I need help. Can we agree that in the future I can
count on you to speak to me in a more constructive manner?” Vince spoke
confidently, pleased that he handled the conversation in an assertive

manner. (compromise)

Step 5: Agree on the Resolution

“Of course. Again, I'm sorry I took the joking too far”
“I'm glad we talked this out. (resolution) And I'm glad I can count on

your help too.” (reconciliation)

Why This Works

If the criticisms were one time or random, Vince may have chosen to
ignore the comments. But when Mark criticized him in front of their
coworkers, Vince felt that the personal attacks weren’t going to stop. He
assumed the reason for the disparaging comments was that he was the
new kid on the block, but Mark still had no right to treat him that way.
Vince thought about what he wanted to say so he was prepared when
Mark brushed off the comments as jokes. Vince stated how the criti-

cisms made him feel, was able to get Mark to understand the problem,
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and assertively said that in the future hed like to be treated more re-

spectfully. He also threw Mark an olive branch by complimenting him

on his job knowledge. By doing this, he let Mark know that he valued

him as a coworker and wanted to count on him for assistance.

Applying the Approach

Apply the following principles when dealing with a criticizer:

The first time someone criticizes you, choose whether you want to

ignore the remark or act on it.

If you choose to respond, try saying: “Thank you for your opinion.”

This is apt to end the conversation.

Whenever someone criticizes you, view the criticism a growth op-
portunity. Analyze the criticism. If it's valid, decide what you can do

to improve.
If you need additional training to correct the problem, ask for it.

If the criticisms continue and have no validity, you can continue
ignoring the criticizer, continue thanking the person for his or her

opinion, or decide to confront the person.

Before entering into a conflict resolution discussion, think through

the likely conversation.

You may catch the criticizer off guard, and the person may respond
as Mark did by brushing off the criticisms as jokes. Don't let the
person off the hook or the behavior is apt to continue.

Make sure the person understands why the criticisms create a prob-

lem for you.
State specifically how you expect to be treated.

Agree on a resolution and offer a phrase of reconciliation.
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How to Deal with an Ethics Violator

Melanie was completing an order when she overheard her coworker, Todd,
say to his customer: “If you buy this today I'll waive the installation fee.”
Melanie’s mouth dropped open because it wasn’t company policy to offer
free installation as a customer incentive. She waited for Todd to complete
his call and then said: “Hey, Todd. I overheard you offer free installation to
your customer. What'’s up with that?” Todd winked at her and said: “Hey,
if it'll close the deal, why not? She was ready to buy anyway. I just helped
her speed up her decision. I'm going to note the account that this customer
was irate to cover my butt” Melanie didn’t say anything else but the more
she thought about their conversation the more she realized that Todd
crossed the ethical boundary. And, because he was noting the account, she
felt certain that he also knew it was wrong.

Some people feel that rules are made for everyone else. Some don’t
really understand the seriousness of ethics. And, some just don’t seem to
know theres a fine line between right and wrong. If you work with
someone who crosses the ethical line, then it’s your responsibility to do
something. Whether it’s a coworker who, like Todd, offers a special deal
to make a sale or bends the rules to fit the situation, crossing the ethical
line is a serious violation of company policy. While youre not the police,
judge, or jury, when you become aware that someone is doing some-
thing ethically wrong, you become responsible for addressing the issue.

Unless it’s a serious violation, you should first deal with an ethics
violator by speaking to the person directly. Perhaps he isn’t aware that
what he’s doing is ethically wrong. Or, perhaps she’s under the mis-
understanding that her conduct falls within company guidelines. Take
the person aside, and ask questions to find out the reason for the ethics
violation. Then explain the impact on other customers and coworkers.
Follow the steps below to resolve the issue. If, after speaking to your

coworker, the behavior doesn't stop, refer the problem to your boss to
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handle. Be sure to document your conversation to avoid any future ram-
ifications that may implicate you.

Melanie didn't regret delving more deeply into the matter when she
first confronted Todd because it gave her time to think about the best way
to handle the situation. She prepared herself to bring it up again later that

afternoon.

Step 1: Think First

Melanie wanted to handle the situation in a way that would help her bet-
ter understand why Todd did what he did, as well as to make him under-
stand the need to take responsibility for violating company policy. She
ran through the conversation in her mind, which gave her confidence

when she addressed the issue.

Step 2: Gain a Better Understanding

Melanie said: “Todd, I've thought about our conversation this morning,
and its been bothering me. (“I” phrase) I realize that you waived the in-
stallation fee to close the deal, (understanding) but what bothers me is
that it's not what the rest of us are offering, and it’s going to inflate your
sales results. (“I” phrase) She continued: “I'm wondering why youd do
that”

Todd answered: “Were under a lot of pressure to produce. I don’t
see anything wrong with bending the rules if it means getting the sale.
Besides, in the long run, I don’t understand why it isn’t company policy.
After all, we'll more than make up for the installation fee if we can get

the customer to buy from us rather than go to our competition.”

Step 3: Define the Problem

Melanie looked directly at Todd when she continued. “I see. So you feel
that there’s nothing wrong with bending the rules, even though the rest

of us aren’t doing that”
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Todd sat silently, his brows furrowed. He shrugged his shoulders
and replied: “T only did it this one time.”

“But again, youre okay with doing something like that even if it’s
only one time?” Melanie asked.

Todd looked down. “I see where you're coming from.

Step 4: Offer Your Best Solution

Melanie then said: “Even one time doesn’t make it right. What you did
isn’t fair to other customers who aren’t offered the same deal. And it isn’t
fair to the rest of us because were following company policy. (“I” phrase)
We need to resolve this and, from my viewpoint, the only solution is that
this can’t happen again.” (compromise)

Melanie stopped before saying that if it didn’t stop she would go to

their boss. She wanted to give Todd a chance to respond.

Step 5: Agree on the Resolution

Todd said: “I never thought about it that way. You're right. I won't do it
again.”

Melanie smiled and said: “Great. I'm glad we talked this out, and I'm
glad you understand how damaging doing something like this can be. (res-
olution) I didn’t want to take it to our boss before I had a chance to speak
with you. We work closely together, and I don’t want to jeopardize our
working relationship.” (reconciliation)

“I appreciate that. Thanks, Mel”

“You're welcome. But one more thing, Todd. I think you need to
come clean, tell our boss why you did it, and assure her that you won’t
do it again,’

“Sure. You're right. I'll go talk to her now”

Melanie was pleased that Todd agreed to stop and to talk to their
boss about what happened.
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Why This Works

Once Melanie overheard Todd cross the ethical boundary, she became
responsible for handling the issue. Rather than going over his head to
their boss, she decided to speak directly to Todd. She gave him a chance
to explain, defined the problem, and gained his agreement that what he
did was wrong. Then she offered a strong compromise solution. Even
though he did seem to understand and agreed to her solution, Melanie
felt it was necessary to take the extra step and tell him he needed to talk

to their boss.

Applying the Approach

Apply the following principles when dealing with an ethics violator:

o If you know about an ethical violation and ignore the situation, it

may have negative repercussions for you.

« As soon as you become aware of an ethics violation, you become

responsible for addressing or referring the issue.

« Ifyou feel comfortable addressing the issue with your coworker, es-
pecially if the coworker may not know the conduct was improper,
do so right away. Don’t take a wait-and-see approach. But, first work
through your conversation in your mind. This help you gain the

confidence needed to speak assertively.

»  Always give the other person the chance to explain, as this will help
you better understand.

o Define the problem as it affects the company, other employees, and
customers.

« The only compromise you will offer (and it isn't really a compro-
mise, but rather a strong statement), is that the violation must never

happen again.
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« After you gain agreement from your coworker, clearly state that the
offender needs to talk to your boss about it. Taking this step places
the responsibility on the violator and also on the boss. If the viola-
tion is very serious or it’s a dicey situation in which you don't feel
comfortable speaking to your coworker, then address the issue with

your boss.

« Make sure you have documentation to back up your accusation.

How to Deal with an Excessive Emailer

Leah opened her email inbox and muttered under her breath when she saw
that 24 of the emails were sent by Richard that morning. He simply didn’t
seem to understand email etiquette. He felt the need to share every email he
received, often using the “reply all” function, even when it wasn’t necessary
for everyone to read his reply. He often shared jokes and ccd everyone. The
email overload was causing Leah grief. Her day was busy enough without
wading through the excess of emails Richard felt the need to send.

Email etiquette means to be mindful when sending and forwarding
emails, yet many people don’t understand the basic rules. They feel the
need to bombard their coworkers with too many emails. They send out
blanket emails rather than asking themselves: do the intended recipients
really need to read this? They may muddle up their subject line to the
point of confusion so the recipient has to open the email to see if the
content is valid. They may ramble and write too much text when a few
words would be appropriate. They use “reply all” when a “reply” sent to
specific people is a better approach. And they forward personal jokes,
chain mail, and other needless drivel to their coworkers who are already
laden with too much email. If you work with an excessive emailer, then
you were most likely nodding your head when you read the descriptions

of the abusers.
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If youre on the receiving end of a coworker who is an excessive
emailer, you have a choice. You can delete the emails without reading
them or add a spam filter, which may come back to bite you sometime if
the person sends a valid email that you haven't seen. You can open each
email and quickly scan the content, but this take valuable time. Or, you
can speak to your coworker and explain email etiquette.

Leah had gotten into the habit of deleting all of Richard’s emails as
unnecessary reading. Then, one day last week, she missed an essential
email that he had sent. Because she hadn’t opened it, she came to a meet-
ing unprepared to discuss an important topic. She felt she had made herself
look weak, so since then she has opened every email and scanned the con-
tent. But that was taking too much time and she was getting tired of all the
jokes and forwarded nonsense that Richard sent.

Step 1: Think First
Leah pondered the best way to handle the situation. She decided to ad-

dress the problem head on, explain to Richard why this was causing a
problem for her, and then tell Richard very specifically what types of

emails she wanted to receive.

Step 2: Gain a Better Understanding

“Richard, do you have a minute? I'd like to talk to you about something;”
Leah approached Richard toward the end of their workday.

“Yeah, but only if it's quick. I have a lot of emails I have to get
through,” he replied.

“That’s exactly what I want to speak to you about. I've only got so
many hours to get all my work done and the number of emails you're for-
warding is consuming too much of my time. I'm having a problem finish-
ing my work and that’s starting to stress me out.” (“I” phrase)

“Tell me about it! I have to read each of those emails before I send
them on,” Richard laughed. He didn't appear to take Leah seriously.
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Step 3: Define the Problem

“Richard, I'm serious about this,” Leah told him. “I do have a problem
with receiving so many emails. I'll admit I started deleting most of your
emails, but last week when I hadn’t read the one that directly affected the
discussion during our meeting, I realized that wasn't the right thing to
do. On the other hand, I just don’t have that kind of time to wade through
so many emails, and if youre running behind at the end of the day be-
cause you have to read your emails, then it sounds as if you don't, either”

“I've never thought about it that way but yeah, I guess I have to agree
with you,” Richard said. “I get a lot too, maybe too many. But I do enjoy
reading the jokes and I thought you did, too”

Step 4: Offer Your Best Solution

“I appreciate that and I see where you're coming from. (understanding).
But here’s how I see it. While I enjoy good jokes, I don’t enjoy them when
they fill up my inbox. Let’s see where we can come together on this.” (com-
promise) Leah hoped he understood and she continued in a confident
tone. “Going forward, I'd only like to receive business-related emails that I
really need to read.” (compromise)

“Well, okay. But how am I to know what you need to see and what
you don’t?” Richard asked.

Leah replied: “Let’ just leave it as anything business related, with a
few exceptions. If you're replying to an email, you probably don’t need to
reply to everyone. When you're writing an email that I do need to read, it
would help if you keep the text short and to the point. And, as I said, as
much as I enjoy a good joke, I don’t enjoy them when they fill up my inbox,
s0 no jokes, please.” (compromise)

Step 5: Agree on the Resolution

Leah continued: “Can we please agree to that?” (resolution)
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“Sure. I guess I've been guilty of taking the easy way out and for-
warding stuff before taking the time to think about it. I promise I won't
send you any more jokes, and I'll filter all emails before sending them to
you,” Richard agreed.

“Thank you. I'm glad we talked about this. It may save you some time,
too.” Leah responded. (reconciliation) “And if it’s a really good joke,
share it with me at break, okay?”

Richard laughed. “You got it

Why This Works
Leah had gotten into the habit of deleting all of Richard’s emails but

when she came to a meeting unprepared, she realized that wasn’t the
right approach. As a result, she began scanning every email to see if the
content was valid. But that, too, wasn't the right approach because it was
again taking up too much of her time. Because Leah stated specifically
why this had become a problem, she was able to get Richard to agree
with her. She was prepared to tell him what types of emails she wanted
to receive, and they were able to reach a resolution. Leah ended the con-
versation on a positive note and made Richard feel valued when she

asked him to share the good jokes when they went to break.

Applying the Approach

Apply the following principles when dealing with an excessive emailer:

« In a work situation, don’t decide to delete all emails from the of-
fender. Some may be important.

« If you don’t have time to scan every email from an email offender,
talk to the person.

o Tell the person that you don't have the time to read unimportant
emails that don’t pertain to work. Explain why it’s a problem for you.

Get the person’s buy-in that they understand.
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o Offer a compromise by stating specifically the types of emails you
want to receive.

« Ifyou don't feel it's necessary to be ccd on replies, say so.

o  Always rule on the side of caution. You want to make sure you see
the emails that may be pertinent, so make sure the person under-
stands what you do need to see before ending your conversation and

offering a phrase of reconciliation.

How to Deal with a Gossipmonger

Nick works in an office that employs over 100 employees. He tries to mind his
own business and stay away from the grapevine chatter. He prides himself on
being congenial to all of his coworkers, but of all the employees in the office,
he wishes Brian, didn’t occupy the cubicle next to his. Nick has grown tired
of listening to Brian gossip about the goings on in—and out of—the office.
Hess tried to ignore him and has even pretended to be on calls whenever
Brian pokes his head in his cubicle, but Brian somehow manages to corner
him to share the latest news. Nick’s aggravation turned to anger when Brian
couldn’t wait to say that someone told him that one of their coworkers was
in big trouble and might get suspended for messing up an important report.
Nick doesn’t want to listen to gossip, and he really doesn’t want to hear nega-
tive hearsay about a coworker he likes and respects. Nick walked away with-
out defending the coworker but was sorry he didn’t speak up because he
knew that it wouldn’t be long before Brian shared the next tidbit.

Like Brian, some people just like to gossip. They can't wait to share the
latest news, even when it’s hearsay and may not be accurate. They want to
be part of the grapevine, the dispensers of information, the bearers of
good—and bad—facts, rumors, and innuendos. Even if you like to hear
gossip or inadvertently get caught up in the office grapevine, in the long

run it’s best to not involve yourself in this useless blather. It’s also best not
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to repeat gossip you've heard. Someone might repeat something you said
about another person that gets back to that person and accuse you of in-
stigating nasty rumors. Or, another person can take something that you
said out of context, and you'll find yourself needing to defend yourself. If
any of these events occur, your coworkers and boss will lose trust in you.

So how do you avoid gossip? Just ignore the banter. Don’t comment
or make facial gestures that communicate your feelings. Remain calm,
keep a passive facial expression, and if someone asks your opinion or
goads you into agreeing, you can say: “I don’t know enough about the
situation to comment.” By remaining neutral, you'll let others know that
youre not into gossip. If someone continuously gossips to you, as in
NicK’s case, it's probably best to ignore the person. The gossipmonger is
looking for a response. So don’t provide one. Don't raise your eyebrows
or look shocked. By remaining unresponsive, the gossipmonger may get
the hint and take the gossip elsewhere.

Nick knew that unless he spoke up, Brian wasn’t going to stop gossip-
ing. He decided to speak to Brian and tell him he didn’t want to hear any

more bad news about their coworkers and other office chatter.

Step 1: Think First
Nick figured that nothing he could say would change Brian’s behavior. His

goal in speaking up was twofold: he wanted to directly address the rumor
involving the coworker whom Brian said was in hot water, and he wanted
to make sure Brian understood that going forward he didn’t want to listen
to any gossip. Nick played out the conversation in his mind, focusing on

how it affected him and how the conversation might affect Brian.

Step 2: Gain a Better Understanding

When Brian poked his head in NicK’s cubicle later that day to provide an
update on the coworker, Nick spoke up. “Brian, come in and sit down.
Id like to talk to you about something”
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Brian looked excited as he sat down, ready to spill all the details.
“You wouldn’t believe what....”

Nick interrupted him and said, “Look, Brian, I didn’t ask you in to
tell me all the dirty details. I like John a lot, and it bothered me when you
told me he was in trouble. (“I” phrase) In fact, I really don’t like hearing
any office gossip. I'm here to do my job. When you told me about him it
bothered me and threw me off when I tried to refocus on my work.” (“I”
phrase)

“I'm only repeating what I heard about John. It’s not like I'm making

this stuff up. Just want to keep you up to speed, Bro”

Step 3: Define the Problem

Nick nodded, kept a neutral facial expression, and continued. “So what
youre saying is that youre repeating things you hear to keep me in-
formed, whether or not the information has been verified. And you’re
telling me whether or not I'm in the middle of completing an important
project”

“Well, when you put it like that, no I don’t verify everything. I figure
if someone tells me something it’s true. And I didn't realize that I threw
you off”

Nick added: “So you do you understand my position. You under-
stand how hearing unwanted gossip can interfere with me getting back
into the work mode?”

“Well, I hadn’t thought about that, but I guess so,” Brian said.

Step 4: Offer Your Best Solution

Nick leaned forward and said: “I can appreciate that you want to keep me
informed about what’s going on. (understanding) But Brian, as I said, I

really don’t want to know everyone else’s business. Id prefer if you didn’t
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tell me anything about anyone in the office. Id rather talk about other
things or else just sit here and do my job.” (compromise)

“Well, if you don’t want to hear any office news and you’re so busy
working maybe I just shouldn't talk to you at all,” Brian countered.

Nick had prepared himself for that type of defensive response.
“Brian, I don’t want you to take this the wrong way. I like you. I enjoy
working with you. I like talking to you. But I just don’t like hearing rumors
and gossip about anyone. As long as we can keep our conversations on
other topics, Id appreciate that. It will help keep my head clear for work,

t0o.” (compromise)

Step 5: Agree on the Resolution

“Well, sure,” Brian said. “I can live with that”
Nick smiled and said: “Great. (resolution) I'll enjoy our conversa-
tions a lot more when they don’t involve our coworkers.” (reconciliation)

“T understand”

Why This Works

NicK’s purpose for having the conversation wasn’t to change Brian’s be-
havior. It was merely to change the topic of their conversations to avoid
gossip. He clearly stated how hearing the rumor about the coworker had
made him feel. He also explained that he didn’t want to listen to gossip
of any kind because it affected his ability to complete his work. When
Brian became defensive, Nick was prepared. So, he offered an assurance
and was able to turn the conversation around. Nick ended their inter-
action by reiterating that he’ll enjoy their conversations more when they
don't involve gossip. When Brian reaffirmed that he understood the dia-

logue ended on a positive note.
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Applying the Approach
Apply the following principles when dealing with a gossipmonger:

« Try ignoring the gossip. Remain neutral and don't offer your opin-
ion. Keep a passive facial expression and don’t use gestures that in-

dicate agreement or surprise.

« If someone asks for your opinion, tell them youd rather not com-

ment.

« If the gossipmonger is starting to get to you and is affecting your

work, you need to speak up.

o Tell the person that you don’t care to listen to any gossip and explain

how it affects your work.

«  Get the person to agree with how you defined the problem.

o Then offer a compromise.

« Gain agreement that the person will leave you out of the loop.

« Ifyoufind that listening to grapevine news and other gossip contin-
ues to be bothersome when you’re with a group, it may be time to
avoid the group.

« Consider this: If you hang with people who gossip, others are going
to assume you're just like them.

How to Deal with a Know-It-All

Grace has been doing her job for three years. She’s an experienced em-
ployee and rarely has to ask for help. Her boss has assigned her additional
projects, and she’s felt proud to have completed them successfully. She’s also
filled in for the boss when he’s been on vacation. Grace works well with her
team members and feels they respect her... all except Kyle, the team know-
it-all. She’s about had it up to her eyeballs with Kyle, whose superior atti-
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tude and desire to treat others as though they don’t know how to do their
jobs has gotten to her. She’s talked to a couple of her coworkers about it,
and they feel the same.

Know-it-alls think they know everything. They feel superior, are
dismissive of others” opinions, are unwilling to listen to others, and love
to tell others how to do their job. Know-it-alls like to hear themselves
talk. This behavior may become so ingrained that it becomes part of the
know-it-all’s personality. The bottom line is that they don’t know any
other way to act. They come oft as self-centered and pompous and easily
irk you, especially if you know how to do your job well. You bite your
tongue when he starts telling you what you already know. You bristle
when she talks down to you. But there’s an effective way to deal with the
know-it-all, to gently put them in their place without sounding like a
know-it-all yourself.

The key to dealing with these types is to use tact and assertiveness.
When the know-it-all tells you how to do your job, speak up, say thank
you, and then add that if you need help you’ll be sure to ask. This may
put an end to the behavior. If it doesn’t, take the person aside and have a
heart to heart. Explain how his actions make you feel. Allow him to save
face by acknowledging that you think he’s smart. But be prepared, be-
cause the person may not to back down and take responsibility.

In addition, understand that you're not going to completely change
this person’s behavior toward others. Your goal is to stop the behavior
that’s directed at you. If you're able to do that, then you’ll be able to move
forward and work with your coworker on a level playing field.

Grace has tactfully mentioned to Kyle that if she needs help she’ll ask
him, but hes continued to treat her as though she doesn’t know what she’s
doing. Earlier today, during a meeting, Kyle alluded to the fact that he
helped Grace complete a project when he hadn’t. She fumed and decided it

was time to confront him directly.
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Step 1: Think First

Before Grace approached Kyle, she took time to calm down and diffuse
her anger. She thought about what she was going to say and also how
hed respond. Thinking about the situation increased her confidence

when she spoke to him.

Step 2: Gain a Better Understanding

When they took their afternoon break, Grace said: “Kyle, there’s some-
thing I want to talk to you about. Do you have time for us to go outside
for a few minutes?” Kyle nodded.

“During the meeting today, it really bothered me that you said you
had to help me finish the project, especially when I had already completed
it when you asked me what Id been working on,” Grace told him. (“I”
phrase) While I appreciate that you were trying to help, when you said
that it made me feel devalued.” (understanding, “I” phrase) Grace spoke
assertively and tactfully, maintained eye contact, and presented a confi-
dent demeanor by standing up straight and allowing her hands to fall
naturally at her sides.

Grace then kept quiet and allowed Kyle time to respond. He looked
up and away from her, as though he was replaying the events of the
meeting in his mind. Then he looked at her and said: “Sorry. But when
you told me what you were working on, I'd already completed a project

like that. I just wanted to let you know how I handled it”

Step 3: Define the Problem

“Okay,” Grace said. “So even though I didn’t ask for help, you thought
you needed to help me”
“Yeah,” Kyle admitted. “When I did that project the boss was very

pleased with my work.”
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“But again, even though I didn't ask for help, you thought you needed
offer your input?” Grace asked.

Kyle shrugged his shoulders and nodded. “I didn't mean anything
derogatory by it”

Step 4: Offer Your Best Solution

Grace threw him an olive branch. “Look, Kyle, I appreciate that you're
intelligent and are very good at what you do. I hope you appreciate that
I'm also intelligent and know what 'm doing. I've been on the job for
three years, and I'm proud that I'm good at what I do. When the boss
assigned the project to me, he did so because he was confident that I'd do
a good job. Because I don’t want to continue to feel devalued when you
offer input, Id like for us to resolve this.” (compromise)

She continued. “Id appreciate it in the future if you respect that 1
know what I'm doing. Id also like to know I can count on you when I need
help, but unless I ask, Id like to be able to complete my projects by myself
without your input.” (compromise)

Kyle didn’t say anything. He looked a little peeved.

“Can you agree to that?” Grace asked. (compromise)

Step 5: Agree on the Resolution

Grace smiled warmly, and Kyle’s look softened. “Yes, of course I'll agree
to that. I'm sorry I've made you feel devalued”

“Thank you,” Grace said. “I'm glad we talked this out because I do
respect you, and I wouldn’t want anything like this coming between us.”

(resolution, reconciliation)

Why This Works

Grace could have kept quiet and continued to put up with Kyle’s supe-

rior attitude, but shed had enough and knew it was time to speak to him.
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By thinking first, then speaking assertively and respectfully, she had a
constructive conversation with him. When she took the time to compli-
ment Kyle on his job knowledge, he was more open to agree with the
compromise she offered. While Grace understood that Kyle wasn't going
to change his personality, she was pleased that he agreed to change his

behavior toward her.

Something to Think About

Consider that the know-it-all may display this personality
trait because of a deep-seated insecurity and lack of confi-
dence. Some people who feel inferior try to act superior as a
defensive mechanism. If you suspect this is the case, tread
lightly, compliment your coworker when you can, and try to

help him or her gain confidence.

Applying the Approach
Apply the following principles when dealing with a know-it-all:

« Ifit doesn't cause you a problem, it may be best to ignore the be-

havior.

o If the person’s behavior starts getting on your nerves, its time to

directly confront your coworker so that you can resolve the conflict.

o Think and plan how you can assertively speak up and tactfully let

the coworker know you don’t need the help or unsolicited advice.
o Let the coworker know how the behavior makes you feel.

o Define the problem and ask the coworker if he or she understands

how you see it.

o If you reach a stalemate after offering a compromise, compliment
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the know-it-all on what he or she does particularly well, as this will

usually change this person’s attitude toward you.
o+ Reiterate that you also know what you’re doing.
o Add that if you do need help, you'll be sure to ask for it.

» After gaining agreement on your proposed solution, offer phrases of

resolution and reconciliation.

How to Deal with a Late-Nick

Holly was growing increasingly upset with her coworker, Sarah, who con-
tinually arrived late for work. Once again this morning, Sarah came rush-
ing to her desk, but what really annoyed Holly was that Sarah had made
an appointment with a customer. When he asked for Sarah, Holly intro-
duced herself, apologized, and explained that Sarah hadn’t arrived yet.
The customer was clearly peeved. Holly didn't feel it was proper to make
him wait for Sarah to rush in, so she handled his claim. To make matters
worse, Sarah didn’t even apologize to Holly, but rather brushed if off with
a joke when Holly said something. Holly began to wonder if Sarah felt that
the rules were made for everyone but her. Now that her lateness had af-
fected a customer, Holly was more than irritated.

Some people are habitually late. Like Sarah, they feel that time con-
straints don't pertain to them. They show up late for dinner, fail to pick you
up on time, and run into work late every morning. When these behaviors
become habitual, these late-nicks can really bug you. You do a slow burn
when once again they arrive late. You feel they aren’t respectful of others or
perhaps feel their time is more valuable. You may or may not speak up, but
if you don't stop the behavior, you're likely to continue to do a slow burn.

When a coworker repeatedly shows up late for work, you have a

right to speak directly to that person, especially if you're required to do
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his or her work. But, first try to figure out why the person is a late-nick,
as that will help you determine how to structure your conversation.
Does she have too much on her plate? Is she stressed to the max? Is he
the type of person who doesn’t like to live by rules? If the person has too
much on her plate and is under a lot of stress, you'll handle the conver-
sation more delicately you would with a person who feels that rules are
made for everyone but him.

Sarah usually made a side comment that she thought she left home
early enough to arrive on time. So, after thinking about the situation, Holly
concluded that Sarah couldn’t accurately judge time and wasn’t leaving
early enough. But when Holly had to handle Sarah’s customer, that was the

last straw. The lateness needed to stop.

Step 1: Think First

Holly was tired of hearing the same excuse, so she decided the best way
to handle the conversation would be to let Sarah know how the lateness
was affecting her. She also planned to offer a suggestion that could help

her arrive on time.

Step 2: Gain a Better Understanding

The next morning, when Sarah rushed to her desk and said she thought
she had left early enough, Holly said: “Sarah, you say the same thing
every day. I manage to make it on time every morning, and it bugs me that
you're coming in late every day, especially since I had to handle your cus-
tomer yesterday. I don't think that’s fair” (“I” phrase)

“I'm sorry, Holly. I think 'm leaving early enough. Maybe the clock

here is different than at home.”

Step 3: Define the Problem

Holly smiled and nodded, raising her eyebrows in understanding. “Sure,

if your clock is different, that could be the problem.” (understanding)
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“But since you missed your appointment with your customer yesterday, it
affected how I started my day, and that’s a problem for me. (“I” phrase)
Can you see where I'm coming from?”

“Well that only happened one time. I don’t see that it’s a big deal,”
Sarah countered.

“Look, Sarah, it happened one time, but if you continue to come in
late, it’s likely to happen again. I just want to know that you understand
where I'm coming from,” Holly said.

Sarah replied: “I do. I said I'm sorry you had to handle my customer.”

Step 4: Offer Your Best Solution

“Can I offer a suggestion that could help?” (compromise) Holly was happy
that she had thought through the conversation beforehand and was pre-
pared to offer a suggestion.

“Sure,” Sarah said.

“Why not set your home clock 15 minutes early? That way you should
have no trouble getting here on time. (compromise) In fact, I like to arrive
a little early as it helps me start my day much more relaxed,” Holly added.
(“I” phrase)

Step 5: Agree on the Resolution
“That should help,” Sarah said. “I'll reset all my clocks when I get home,

so tomorrow you should see me arrive on time!”
“Excellent! (resolution). I think you’ll find that arriving on time will

help your day start off more calmly,” Holly told her. (reconciliation)

Why This Works

Holly could have continued to do a slow burn whenever Sarah arrived
late, but after handling a potentially irate customer, she decided to con-

front her and offer a suggestion to help Sarah get to work on time. Holly
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could also have complained to her boss, but she thought a better ap-
proach was to speak to Sarah directly. After all, if someone had a prob-
lem with her, Holly would rather hear about it from a coworker. After
thinking about the prospective conversation, Holly decided to speak up
the next time Sarah rushed in late. She was able to get Sarah to under-
stand how her coming in late was affecting her and how it also affected
a customer. Holly was prepared to offer a suggestion, which Sarah took
to heart. Holly was pleased that she spoke up and that Sarah understood

that her lateness was a cause of concern to her coworker.

Something to Think About

If one of your coworkers is consistently late to meetings and
the meeting leader waits for the person to arrive before start-
ing, you can try using peer pressure to handle the situation
by making comments to the person when he or she arrives.
Or ... you can speak to the meeting leader and let him or her
know that your time is valuable too. If the coworker is ha-
bitually late, then it’s up to the leader to speak to that person.
The bottom line is to show respect for all attendees. Unless
the tardiness is due to uncontrollable circumstances, meet-
ings should always begin at the appointed time, whether or

not everyone is present.

Applying the Approach
Apply the following principles when dealing with a late-nick:

« Don't suffer in silence. If someone’s lateness affects you or your cus-

tomers, speak up.
« Besensitive to any personal issues that may be causing the problem.

« Explain to the person how being consistently late affects you.
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« Make sure the late-nick understands why this is a problem.

» Be prepared to offer a workable suggestion that will help the person

get to work on time.

« If the problem persists and it continues to bother you, you can ei-

ther learn to ignore it or take the matter to your boss.

How to Deal with a Loudmouth

Becky was at her wit’s end. She felt her blood pressure rising as her co-
worker, Eric, once again spoke to his customer as though he was talking in
a wind tunnel. Becky was attempting to handle a customer’s complaint on
the phone, but had a difficult time shutting out Eric’s voice. To make mat-
ters worse, her customer commented that she wondered how Becky could
concentrate with all that noise. Becky replied that it was indeed difficult.
She managed to get through the call and gave Eric a perturbed look, which
he ignored.

It's hard when you're the unlucky one who works near a loudmouth.
These coworkers talk so loud you have trouble hearing yourself think,
not to mention trying to speak with your customers. As with Becky,
matters are complicated when your customers hear the loudmouth and
comment on it. Loudmouths’ voices travel through the workplace as
though they are speaking through a bullhorn. In addition to talking
loudly, they may whistle, chew, move, or breathe loudly as well. To sum
it up, working near a loudmouth can be hard on your ears. And loud-
mouths probably aren’t even aware of the decibel level of their voices.

Depending on your workplace, you can try wearing earplugs or lis-
tening to a white noise machine. But how practical is that approach?
Most likely not very, especially if you speak to customers or need to
converse with coworkers. Let’s face it: you need your ears! So how do

you handle a loudmouth? Giving a perturbed look may work. Or, it may
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not. Saying “shh” may also work. But if youre at your wits end and feel
your blood pressure rising whenever the loudmouth speaks ... or whis-
tles ... or chews ... or moves ... or breathes, you need to speak up and
handle the problem. Keep the focus on yourself, on how you have a dif-
ficult time concentrating and on how it’s difficult for you to do your job.
If customers have commented, you can also use that as back up.

Later that day, when Becky again had difficulty hearing a customer,
she stood, faced Eric, and whispered through gritted teeth: “Will you please
speak more quietly?” Eric looked at her with an annoyed expression and
then gave her the brush off signal with his hand, letting her know that she
was interfering with his ability to pay attention to his customer. Becky
decided she had to take Eric aside and talk to him about her problem.

Step 1: Think First

Becky liked Eric, so she didn't really know what to say. But she knew that
she needed to speak up because he didn’t seem to understand how
loudly he spoke. She thought about how to approach him without mak-
ing him mad or defensive. She played through the conversation in her

mind and then decided she was ready to have the conversation.

Step 2: Gain a Better Understanding

Becky waited until they were both off the phone and said: “Eric, do you
have a minute?”
“Sure, Beck, what’s up?” Eric smiled openly. Becky’s heart sank be-
cause she didn’t like confrontation, especially with someone she liked.
“Well, this is hard for me to say, Eric, but you talk so loud I have
trouble hearing my customers. Its become really difficult for me to con-
centrate on my calls.” (“I” phrase)
“What? No one else seems to have a problem,” Eric countered
Becky offered: “Well, actually, some of my customers do. Just this

morning another customer commented that she could hear you”
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Eric became defensive. “And some of my customers probably hear
you too. None of our coworkers seem to have a problem with me”

Becky smiled sincerely. “I've never talked to our coworkers about
this. Eric, I'm sure you don’t realize how loudly you speak. (understand-
ing) But sometimes I do have trouble hearing my customers over your
voice. And when they comment to me that they can hear you I know it’s
not just me being overly sensitive.” (“I” phrase)

Eric said, “I didn't realize that I spoke that loud”

Step 3: Define the Problem

Becky was relieved that Eric no longer seemed defensive. “T know you
don’t speak loudly on purpose. (understanding) And, I hope you under-
stand that when I have trouble hearing my customers it causes a problem.”

He nodded and smiled. “I understand, and I can see how that would

»
cause a problem?

Step 4: Offer Your Best Solution

Becky continued: “Td like to find a solution that we can live with. If we
both try to speak more softly we should have no problem hearing our cus-

tomers. How does that sound?” (compromise)

Step 5: Agree on the Resolution

Eric joked: “As long as you promise to hold it down, I'll agree” They
both laughed.

Becky said: “I promise. (resolution) And no hard feelings, okay? You're
so much fun to work with I wouldn’t want to change that.” (reconciliation)

Eric said: “I feel the same way!”

Why This Works

After standing and whispering to Eric to be quiet, his ofthand response

made Becky realize that he wasn't aware that he spoke so loud that it
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disturbed her concentration. After thinking about how best to handle a
conversation with him, Becky began by saying how hard it was for her to
even speak to Eric about this. Then, she stated clearly how his loud voice
was affecting her ability to hear her customers. She was able to give a
concrete example from one of her customers that helped Eric under-
stand the problem. Even though Becky knew that she didn’t speak
loudly, she compromised and included herself in the proposed solution
that they both speak more softly, and Eric readily agreed. Becky was
happy that she finally had the nerve to speak up about the issue and
proud of the manner in which they resolved the conflict.

Something to Think About

Before confronting a loudmouth, make sure your coworker
doesn’t have a hearing impairment that may be causing the
problem. If that’s the case, be sensitive when approaching
him or her. In fact, you may want to discuss the situation
with your boss rather than the coworker and jointly deter-
mine the best way to resolve the issue to avoid embarrassing

the coworker.

Applying the Approach
Apply the following principles when dealing with a loudmouth:

« Consider that loudmouths may not realize they’re causing a prob-

lem for their coworkers.

o First try gently “shh-ing” the coworker when he or she interferes

with your ability to hear your customers.

« If that doesn't work (and it may not), your next step should be to
speak to the coworker.
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 Think first about the best approach to take with your coworker, who
may not realize he or she is interfering with your ability to hear.
Explain that it’s tough for you to concentrate and hear the person
with whom you're speaking.

« Be prepared to offer examples, such as a customer commenting on

the loudness.

« Use tact when speaking to your coworker, as the person may be-

come defensive.

« Assure the person that you're the one having the problem, and then

offer your best solution.

« If the problem continues after speaking to your coworker, you may

have to ask your boss to move you to a quieter location.

How to Deal with a Meeting Monopolizer

Ben groaned when he thought about the afternoon’s schedule. As the team
leader, he ran the weekly staff meeting, which he had come to dread be-
cause he knew that Jason would hop on his soapbox and dominate the
conversation, as he did during every meeting. As a result, meetings ran
longer than they should and, more importantly, other team members
clammed up because they just wanted the meetings to end. But what both-
ered Ben the most was that in the last meeting someone blurted out a rude
comment, which caused Jason to say something rude in return.

Meeting monopolizers make you want to avoid meetings all together.
They may interrupt someone who’s speaking, drone on about an issue, go
off on a tangent that isn’t relevant to the meeting, or ask too many ques-
tions. These people love to talk; they also love to hear themselves talk.
They feel that whatever they have to say is so important that it needs to be
said, even if they take over the meeting by doing so and hold the other

attendees hostage while they go on and on and on.
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The bottom line is that meetings may be a part of your work schedule,
but your time is too valuable to have them last overly long—especially
when that’s due to one of your coworkers talking too much. There are a
couple ways to handle someone who monopolizes meetings. You can start
by using peer pressure. Try joking by saying something like: “Jason, it’s
time to come up for air and let someone else talk. From now on, twenty
words or less!” Everyone will laugh at the “joke” and hopefully the co-
worker will get it. But what if he doesn't? Or, what if he becomes defensive,
as Jason did in the last meeting? Then it’s up to the person conducting the
meeting to deal with the issue. If that person is you, it’s best to deal with it
at the start of the next meeting before the monopolizer gets going.

Ben didn’t want a repeat of the rude banter that occurred in the last

meeting. He knew hed have to say something to stop Jasons behavior.

Step 1: Think First

Ben decided the best approach would be to set some ground rules at the
beginning of the meeting. He also felt it was important to address what
happened during the last meeting. Ben didn’t feel there was any reason to
belabor the point with all the attendees by trying to gain a better under-
standing as to why Jason was monopolizing the meetings, so he planned
to open the meeting by defining the problem. Because he had rehearsed
what he planned to say, he spoke assertively. He also paid attention to his
body language. He sat up straight, made eye contact with all the team

members as he spoke, and his tone of voice conveyed confidence.

Step 2: Gain a Better Understanding
Not applicable, as explained in Step 1.

Step 3: Define the Problem

Ben thanked the team members for coming, then said: “Before we begin

this meeting, I think we need to address what happened last week. Jason,
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I want to apologize if we offended you in any way. I'm sure what was said
was meant as a joke, and I hope you understand that” (understanding)
He looked directly at Jason as he said that. Then, as he continued, he
made eye contact with each person: “And we all need to respect each
other since we have a time commitment for our meetings. Its important
that everyone has the opportunity to share ideas and not feel left out. (“I”
phrase) Would you all agree that’s important?”

Ben looked at each attendee, and when they all had nodded or

voiced agreement, he continued.

Step 4: Offer Your Best Solution

“After the last meeting, I came up with a solution I'm positive will work.
First, I want each of you to have a chance to contribute. So going for-
ward, Id like everyone to hold their comments until I finish presenting
each issue on the agenda. At that time, I'll go around the table and ask
each of you for your input. That way everyone will have a chance to con-
tribute. But ... I also brought a timer. I've thought about how much time
is realistic and decided that each of us, including me, will have two min-
utes to address each item. This way, we'll stay on target and get through
the meetings in a timely manner. How do you feel about doing that?”
(compromise)

Ben waited for a response, which was positive from the team mem-
bers. He then looked at Jason, who nodded in agreement. But then Joe
spoke up. “I'm thinking about the two minutes for each of us to speak.
There’s usually 10 of us at the meeting. If we all have something to say,
itll require 20 minutes for each item. I think you should have two min-
utes to present the item, but I think one minute for the responses should
be adequate”

“How does everyone feel about one minute to respond?” Ben asked.

After a short discussion, the attendees were in agreement that one

minute would be doable.
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Step 5: Agree on the Resolution

Ben then said: “Great! I'm glad we're all in agreement. I'm confident that
this approach will work and that we’ll get done with our meetings quicker.”
(resolution)

The meeting ran smoothly, and the team members seemed to enjoy
the timer approach. Before adjourning the meeting Ben said: “T want to
thank each of you for respecting our time. I'm glad we were able to work

this out in a respectful manner.” (reconciliation)

Why This Works

In this situation, there was no point in taking Jason aside to try to gain a
better understanding as to why he was monopolizing meetings. The
problem affected the rest of the attendees, so Ben decided that opening
the meeting by defining the problem and then offering a compromise to
set new ground rules was the best approach. By addressing the problem
and offering a solution, everyone was able to discuss and reach an agree-
ment. This made everyone feel valued. Because he maintained his confi-

dence, Ben also gained respect as a leader who didn’t ignore problems.

Something to Think About

But what if youre not the meeting leader? What if the meet-
ing leader doesn't speak up? If the extra time added to the
meetings is beginning to affect your productivity and you
have a tough time getting your work done, you have to deal
with the problem. Now your issue is with the person running
the meetings, so speak up and explain how it affects you.
Work through the five steps to resolve the conflict. And be
prepared to offer suggestions and discuss ways to resolve the

problem.
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Applying the Approach

Apply the following principles when dealing with a meeting monopolizer:

o If youre not conducting the meeting, try politely interjecting a
comment to let the person know that you have something to say.

o+ If the offender is a coworker who continuously monopolizes every
meeting, you may try taking a humorous approach to let the person
know it’s time to be quiet.

« Ifyou are the meeting leader, you might politely interrupt the mo-
nopolizer and say something like: “That’s a good point. I'd like to
hear how everyone else feels.”

« Understand that this approach most likely isn’t going to work long
term and that it’s best to address the issue directly.

» Atthebeginning of your next meeting, define the problem. Gain the
attendees agreement that they understand.

o Offer a compromise by setting meeting ground rules that limit
everyone’s time to contribute.

« Make sure that everyone buys into the compromise and proposed
solution, which most likely the other attendees will. Or, in the case
above, a discussion about an alternate solution may ensue. Just be
sure to gain agreement on the best solution.

« It’s also important to gain agreement from the offender.

o Then stick to your guns. If the person tries gaining control of the

meeting, remind the person of the ground rules everyone agreed to.

How to Deal with a Mistake Maker

Anna was tired of fixing Ryans mistakes. Ryan is fairly new, but he re-
ceived the same training that Anna did when she was hired, and she didn’t

make as many mistakes when she was new.
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Like Anna, you may be tired of cleaning up other people’s messes,
and it can get tiresome very quickly if you're cleaning up the same per-
son’s messes. Then, you have to wonder: Does your coworker suffer from
a lack of training or a lack of motivation? Before jumping on the prob-
lem and speaking to your coworker, analyze the situation.

Is your coworker new? Has he been properly trained? Has your boss
followed up to make sure he’s doing the job correctly? If you determine
that your coworker needs additional training, you may decide to help by
offering to be his mentor. Tell the person you understand what it’s like
not to feel fully comfortable with job duties and that you'll be happy to
be the go-to person for any questions he has.

But suppose your coworker has been trained. She’s attended the
same training classes that you have. She should know the job as well as
you, but she continually makes mistakes. After thinking about the situ-
ation, you conclude that she always seems scattered. Has something
happened in her life recently? Is she on stress overload because of home
responsibilities? Or, is she simply not that committed to the job? When
you take the time to try to figure out what's going on in her life, you may
gain insight that will help you direct the conversation.

Anna didn’t know much about Ryan personally, so she couldn’t draw
any conclusions that might help determine whether he needed additional

training or just didn’t care.

Step 1: Think First

Anna decided it was time to speak up about Ryan’s tendency to make
mistakes. However, before she approached him, she took the time
to analyze the situation. Because she didn’t know enough to deter-
mine the cause of the mistakes, shed need to draw the reasons from
him. Anna waited for a time when theyd be alone before approaching

Ryan.
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Step 2: Gain a Better Understanding

On their way back from lunch, Anna said: “There’s something I've been
wanting to talk to you about. I want you to know that I understand what
it’s like to be the new kid on the block and feel out of your comfort zone.
(understanding) What I wanted to talk to you about is that this week I've
fixed three errors you made on orders and that’s caused me to get backed
up with my own work. Right now I'm feeling a little overwhelmed.” (“I”
phrase) She smiled sympathetically, made eye contact, and conveyed
concern with her facial expression.

“Geez, 'm sorry about that,” Ryan said sheepishly.

“No need to apologize,” Anna responded “I just wanted to talk to you
so we can figure out what’s going on and see if I can help you. (compromise)
Each of the errors had to do with assigning the correct dispatch codes”

“I admit I'm struggling with that,” Ryan told her. “There are so many
codes to remember and it takes too long to look them all up on the com-
puter, so I'm trying to go from my memory. I guess that’s the wrong
approach”

Step 3: Define the Problem

Anna nodded to show she understood and said: “So what’s happening is
that you're trying to remember them all, which can be pretty much im-
possible. I remember feeling exactly like you do. I didn’t think Id ever
learn them all. But over time I've learned most of them. And you will too.”
(understanding)

Ryan nodded in agreement.

Step 4: Offer Your Best Solution

“How does this sound?” she continued. “T'll be happy to make up a quick

reference sheet with the more common codes. (compromise) You can

American Management Association / www.amanet.org


www.amanet.org

126 POWERFUL PHRASES FOR DEALING WITH DIFFICULT PEOPLE

keep that handy, and you'll only have to check the computer for the ones
that we don’t typically deal with. In fact, there are times I still have to do
that myself” They both laughed.

Step 5: Agree on the Resolution

“Wow! That would be a huge help,” Ryan said. “I appreciate that you
talked to me about this rather than going to the boss.”

“Of course!” Anna replied. “I'm glad that I can offer something that’ll
help you. (resolution) As I said, I fully understand what it’s like to be the
new kid on the block. (understanding) If you have any other questions,
don’t hesitate to come to me. You'll catch on in no time. I'm happy to help

you feel more comfortable here.” (reconciliation)

Why This Works

Anna didn’t want to continue fixing Ryan’s mistakes, but before she con-
fronted him, she took the time to think about the situation from Ryan’s
perspective. This helped her empathize with how it felt being new. Dur-
ing the conversation, she displayed concern through her body language
and facial expressions. She spoke in a direct manner, citing the specific
types of mistakes she had to fix. Anna showed that she was truly inter-
ested in finding out what was causing the errors. When Ryan stated that
he was trying to go from memory, Anna suggested a compromise by
offering to make up a quick reference for him. Ryan appreciated that
she didn’t go directly to their boss. Because Anna demonstrated that she
cared and was trustworthy, these two coworkers will develop a close

working relationship.
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Something to Think About

This scenario had a positive ending because Ryan was recep-
tive to the conversation. But what happens if your coworker
becomes defensive when you mention that you've had to fix
multiple problems? In that event, keep your cool. Assure
your coworker that youre trying to resolve the problem.
Provide details about the errors. It might help to remind your
coworker that you came directly to him rather than to the
boss. “Look, I didn’t go over your head on this. I'm coming to
you so that we can figure out what's going on and how we can
stop this from happening in the future.” (compromise) Hope-
fully, your coworker will calm down enough to discuss the
issue, and you can move through the five steps to resolve the
conflict. But if the coworker continues to be defensive and
refuses to discuss it, refer the problem to your boss the next
time it happens. Just make sure you have your documenta-
tion when you do that.

Applying the Approach

Apply the following principles when dealing with a mistake maker:

127

Don’t confront the person until you've analyzed what’s causing the

problem.
Be specific, and provide examples of the errors you've fixed.
If necessary, ask questions to better understand.

Together, define the problem.

If you discover it’s a training issue, offer to show the correct pro-

cedure.
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« If your coworker is new, offer to mentor.

« Ifyou feel that it’s caused by a lack of motivation to do the job cor-
rectly, address the problem with your coworker and explain how the
mistakes affect you. Give the coworker the chance to explain. Try to
reach a compromise. If that doesn't work, seek help from your boss

and be prepared to provide specifics.

How to Deal with a Negative Nelly

Susan avoided Mike at all costs. Mike was a negative Nelly and Susan, a
positive person, couldn’t stand listening to him complain about anything
and everything. Whenever she saw him in the hall, she pretended to answer
her cell phone. Whenever he walked toward her work station, she picked up
the phone and pretended she was making a call. Still, Mike managed to cor-
ral Susan whenever she didnt see him coming. And once he started his
complaining, there was no turning off the switch. Susan had learned that
making upbeat comments had no effect, so she stopped trying to get Mike to
see things from a more positive perspective. Being negative was so engrained
into his personality, that’s all Mike seemed to understand.

Negative people can really bring you down, and rarely, if ever, will
you be able to bring them up. Like Mike, some folks are wired with a
negativity gene and every time they open their mouths you can guaran-
tee that something downbeat and depressing will come out. For these
people, something is always wrong. And to a positive person, that be-
comes tiring quickly. The truth is that it's tough being around negative
people, especially if you view the world through rose-colored glasses.

Perhaps you've tried unsuccessfully to cheer up your negative co-
worker. You may have tried to get him to see the situation from your
positive perspective. Or, you may have countered her negative rant with
an uplifting response. Most likely, you've been met with more negativity.

So don't try to get this person to see the world from your vantage point.

American Management Association / www.amanet.org


www.amanet.org

Powerful Phrases for Challenging Coworker Situations 129

Just as it’s difficult for you to understand the negativity, it’s equally as
difficult for the negative Nelly to understand your cheeriness. The best
way to deal with a negative Nelly may be, like Susan, to avoid the person
at all costs. But you also know that may prove impossible when it’s a
coworker with whom you interact on a daily basis. If you can’t learn to
ignore the negativity, then speak to the person. Tell him or her how the
negativity affects you. Be prepared to offer specific examples. Empathize
with the person, but stress that all that negativity brings you down and
you're not willing to listen to it any longer.

Susan had enough of Mike’s negativity, so she decided to let him know
she was no longer going to be a willing participant in listening to his con-

stant moaning and groaning.

Step 1: Think First

Susan wanted to handle her conversation with Mike in a way that would
end well, and she didn’t want to anger him. She only wanted him to un-
derstand how his negativity was affecting her and make it clear that she

really didn’t want to hear to it any longer.

Step 2: Gain a Better Understanding

The next time Mike came into her workstation, Susan didn't pretend to
be on a phone call. Rather, she sat up straight and made eye contact.
When he started his negative rant, she said: “Excuse me, Mike, but
there’s something I need to say. Every time you speak to me it’s to com-
plain about one thing or another, and it’s really getting to me. All the com-
plaining brings me down.” (“I” phrase)

Mike replied: “Wow! That came out of nowhere.”

Susan realized he took her comment the wrong way, so she soft-
ened her approach. “Look Mike, I like you. I like working with you.
And I empathize with you that youd like some things to change around
here. (understanding) Id like some things to change too. But I don’t
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think that complaining is going to make things better. In fact, for me
complaining makes them worse because I'm focused more on what’s
wrong than on what's right. And there are a lot of things that are right
too.” (“I” phrase)

Mike countered, “Well yeah, I agree with you. But there’s a lot of
stuff going on that bugs me”

Step 3: Define the Problem

Susan was prepared for his negative response and took the opportunity
to define the problem. “So do you feel that complaining about them is
going to change things?”

“No, but when something bugs me I have to get it off my chest,” he
said.

“Okay. So you have to get things off your chest and that’s why you
complain to me?”

Mike shrugged his shoulders. Susan stayed silent, looked at him,
and waited for him to say something that demonstrated he understood.
After an uncomfortable silence, he said: “T guess so. I don’t like keeping
everything bottled up inside”

Susan didn’t back down: “But do you understand how all the nega-
tivity is affecting me?”

“You made that clear;” Mike responded. “I'm sorry if I've been a

downer”

Step 4: Offer Your Best Solution

She continued to maintain a confident demeanor and made eye contact
when she said, “As I mentioned before, I really do understand where you’re
coming from. (understanding) And I'm glad that you understand that I
don’t want to fill my day with negativity. Can we agree to keep our conver-
sation on neutral topics?” (compromise) Susan smiled at Mike and gave

him an understanding look.
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Step 5: Agree on the Resolution

Mike smiled and nodded. “Sure”

Susan added: “I'm glad you and I can agree to that. (resolution) The
way I view work is that I have to be here eight hours a day and I need to
keep my mood positive; otherwise Id go home in a bad mood every night.

Thanks for understanding.” (reconciliation)

Why This Works

This was a tough conversation for Susan because she knew Mike wasn’t
going to change his personality and suddenly view the world more
positively. But she also wasn’t willing to continue having him bring
her down every time they spoke. So she decided to tell Mike point-
blank that she wasn’t willing to listen to his complaining, but she
wanted to say it in a way that wouldn't offend or anger him. Susan
kept a confident demeanor and made eye contact when she spoke to
Mike. She told him how his negativity brought her down, was able to
define the problem, and got him to admit that he didn’t like keep-
ing his feelings bottled up. When she reiterated that she wasn’t will-
ing to listen to all the negativity and offered a compromise that they
keep their conversations on neutral topics, Mike had no choice but to
agree, and Susan quickly followed up with phrases of resolution and

reconciliation.

Applying the Approach

Apply the following principles when dealing with a negative Nelly:
«  Your best approach may be to ignore the negativity.

« Don't try to cheer this person up. It won't work.

« Don't allow a negative Nelly to affect your attitude.

« Ifyou can, avoid the negative Nelly at all costs.
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« Take your break and eat lunch at a different time, which may help
you avoid entering into conversations.

o If can’t avoid this person, then speak up.

«  State how the negativity brings you down.

« Confidently tell the person youre not willing to listen to all the
complaining.

« Be prepared to cite examples if the person denies being a constant
complainer.

e Make sure the person understands how the negativity is affecting
you, as this will help the negative Nelly understand that it’s causing
you a problem.

o Offer a compromise by assertively saying that you want to keep your
conversations on neutral topics.

It may help to empathize with the person, but be very clear that you

aren’t willing to continue listening to the complaining.

How to Deal with a Personal Hygiene Offender

Vanessa has bad breath. In fact, some days her breath is so bad her co-
workers dread being near her. Unfortunately for Claire, she doesn’t have
much choice since she occupies the desk next to Vanessa’s. She’s tried facing
the other way, keeping her distance when speaking to Vanessa, running a
small fan facing in Vanessa’s direction, and spraying a room deodorizer,
yet her coworker hasn't taken the hint. Claire likes Vanessa and doesn’t
know how to approach the subject. She doesn’t want to hurt her feelings, so
she keeps her distance.

Personal hygiene offenders take many shapes and forms. If the of-
fender is wearing unkempt or stained clothes to work or has oily hair or
dirty fingernails, it may be best to let your boss deal with it. But when
the problem affects you, why endure it? If it’s caused by an offensive
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smell, such as bad breath, body odor, or excessive perfume, and you're
unwilling to put up with the offending odor, it’s best to say something.

This is probably the touchiest subject to address because you're talk-
ing about someone’s personal hygiene. Although you’ll learn to address
the issue tactfully, unless you feel confident speaking to the person it
may be best to talk to your boss and let him or her handle the situation.
If you do decide you're up to having the conversation, don’t make a big
deal out of it. Tactfully state what you've noticed and be respectful if the
person becomes embarrassed or defensive.

The next morning, Claire noticed that one of their coworkers put a
bottle of mouthwash on Vanessas desk and then laughed with others.
Claire removed the bottle before Vanessa saw it. She mulled over speaking
to her boss about this, but felt that if the situation were reversed, shed

rather hear about it from a coworker than her boss.

Step 1: Think First

Claire thought about how to handle the situation and felt so uncomfort-
able she almost talked herself out of having the conversation. But she
kept coming to the same conclusion: If the situation were reversed, shed
want to know about it, especially if some of her coworkers were laugh-
ing behind her back. So she decided to take the plunge and speak to
Vanessa, yet handle the conversation in a very sensitive and thoughtful

manner.

Step 2: Gain a Better Understanding

When they were walking to their cars after work, Claire decided it was a
good time to speak up. “Vanessa, this is such a tough subject for me to
address, but lately, I've noticed an odor coming from you that I'm sure
you're not aware of. I think it might be your breath. I'm concerned about
the impact this may have on our coworkers and customers, and its affect-

ing me. (“I” phrase) “I hope you understand that I'm coming to you as a
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friend. If the situation were reversed, Id rather hear it from you than
someone else.” (understanding)

Vanessa looked mortified. “I'm so embarrassed. I had no idea”

Claire said: “T hope you realize that I'm telling you this because I care
about you. (understanding) I don't like having this conversation, but
after thinking about it, I know I'd want someone telling me”

“Oh yes,” Vanessa said. “I agree. I have a tooth that’s been bothering
me, and I have a dentist appointment next week. I wonder if that’s the

»
cause.

Step 3: Define the Problem

Claire nodded, maintaining a concerned look on her face. “If you have a
tooth that’s bothering you, that very well could be the reason for the
problem with your breath.” Claire felt they were in agreement about the

cause of the odor so she moved to the next step.

Step 4: Offer Your Best Solution

“I'm sure your dentist will be able to figure out what's causing it,” Claire
offered. (resolution) She was relieved that Vanessa hadn’t become de-
fensive. She hadn’t offered a compromise, but she didn’t feel that was
necessary. She reinforced the resolution that Vanessa had a dentist ap-
pointment and felt there was no need to prolong this step of the conver-

sation.

Step 5: Agree on the Resolution

Vanessa hugged Claire, and then covered her mouth when she spoke.
“I'm really glad you came to me about this.”

Claire responded: “Me too. I care about you and even though this was
really difficult for me, I felt it was best that I speak to you about it. I know
Id want someone to speak to me if I had a problem I wasn't aware of.”

(reconciliation)
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Why This Works

Confronting someone about a personal hygiene issue is very difficult.
But speaking to Vanessa was a much more respectful solution than tak-
ing a passive—aggressive measure, such as anonymously putting mouth-
wash on her desk. Claire handled the situation tactfully and respectfully.
She didn’t make a huge deal out of it, but candidly addressed what she
had noticed and stated that the odor was affecting her. When Vanessa
became embarrassed, Claire offered a positive assurance. Because Claire
conveyed that she was speaking to Vanessa out of concern, they were
able to move through the conversation with Claire reassuring her that
seeing the dentist the following week would most likely result in a suc-

cessful outcome.

Applying the Approach

Apply the following principles when dealing with a personal hygiene
offender:

o If the problem is due to someone’s appearance and it doesn’t affect

you, ignore it.

o If the problem is caused by an unpleasant odor, such as body odor,
bad breath, or too much perfume, it’s best to speak to the person

directly—if you're comfortable having the conversation.

o If you don't feel comfortable speaking to the person, then by all

means take the issue to your boss.

o If you decide you're able to have the conversation, be prepared for

the person to become embarrassed or defensive.

« Remain calm and offer a positive assurance that you're speaking out

of concern.

o Define the problem as it affects other people and try to get the per-

son to take ownership.

American Management Association / www.amanet.org


www.amanet.org

136 POWERFUL PHRASES FOR DEALING WITH DIFFICULT PEOPLE

« Then offer a suggestion that might alleviate the problem.
o At the end of the conversation, offer a phrase of reconciliation and
reiterate that you care about the person and that’s why you're speak-

ing to him or her about it.

How to Deal with a Personal Space Invader

Bob cringed whenever Stan came around because hed move in so close
he made Bob uncomfortable. Earlier today, when Bob was speaking on
the phone to a customer, Stan hovered over him, waiting for him to fin-
ish. Bob became so unnerved he lost his train of thought and had to place
his customer on hold to ask Stan what he wanted. Bob had enough of
Stan’s personal space invading, but he didn’t really know how to handle
the situation.

We all have a comfort level when it comes to proximity and personal
space. Standing about two feet from another person is generally consid-
ered a safe distance, but some people don’t seem to understand the rule.
They stand too close, get in your face, and hover over you when youre
seated. They’re not doing this to annoy you. They just don’t have proximity
boundaries. Touch can be another form of personal space invasion; some
people aren’t comfortable with someone touching them. Patting some-
one’s hand, putting an arm around the person, or any other form of touch
that’s done to enhance communication may be offensive to the receiver.

The best way to handle a personal space invader is through body
language. Often, if you back up when someone gets too close, they’ll
back off a bit. The same goes for people who pat your hand or put their
arm around you. If you back away, they should get the message. If they
don’t, then it’s time to say something.

At the same time, if you find that people with whom you're speaking
are continually backing up or leaning away from you, youre probably

guilty of being a space invader and need to back off a little. Pay attention
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to other people’s body language and be careful not to get in anyone’s
space! And always keep your hands to yourself.

Bob always backed up whenever Stan got too close, but Stan didn’t get
the message. Bob liked Stan and felt uncomfortable telling him to back off.

Step 1: Think First

Bob decided the best way to speak to Stan was to make a joke of it. That
way he felt he wouldn’t offend Stan or hurt his feelings. Close proximity

was comfortable for Stan. It wasn’t for Bob.

Step 2: Gain a Better Understanding

The next time Stan got in his space, Bob said: “Hey Stan, youd better
stand back a bit. I ate garlic for lunch” He held his hand over his mouth
and waved his other hand up and down as though trying to get rid of the
odor. But then Bob realized this was a temporary fix, and he quickly
decided that the best approach was honesty. He couldn’t feign a garlic
lunch every time Stan got too close.

So he added: “Actually, I didn't have garlic for lunch. The truth is that
I'm not comfortable standing so close” (“I” phrase) Then he made a
sweeping arm gesture and laughed. “I seem to have this invisible force
field, and it’s just about an arm’s length.”

Stan said: “Geez, I didn't realize I was doing that”

“Oh, I know that. You're just more comfortable being close to people
than I am.” (understanding)

Stan looked mortified. “I'm sorry, Bob”

Step 3: Define the Problem

Bob felt bad since Stan truly didn’t seem to know he was invading his
space. “No need to apologize. I'm the one with the issue, not you. I just
hope that you understand where I'm coming from.”

“Oh sure,” Stan said.
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Step 4: Offer Your Best Solution
Then Bob added: “It’s just that I'd appreciate it if you’ll stand a little far-

ther from me. That’ll make me feel a whole lot more comfortable.” Bob's
comment was made in a joking manner to let Stan know he was taking
responsibility for having the problem with closeness. (compromise, “I”
phrase)

Stan laughed with him but then grew serious. “Has anyone else said
anything?”

Bob shook his head. “No, I've never discussed it with anyone. Hey,
we all have different comfort levels so I may be the only one who needs
my space. I don’t want to offend you but I felt it was important to say

something. Hope you're okay with it.” (compromise)

Step 5: Agree on the Resolution

Stan nodded. “Sure! I'll be more mindful of that and keep a little more
distance between us”
Bob laughed, then added: I'm glad we talked about it. And thanks for

understanding.” (resolution, reconciliation)

Why This Works

This is a tough subject to bring up because the space invader isn’'t de-
liberately doing anything to annoy you. Some people are just more
comfortable being close to others. Since Stan didn’t get the message
when Bob backed up and moved away from him and since it bothered
Bob, he did the right thing by bringing it up. Bob liked Stan, yet when
he joked about eating garlic, he immediately realized that wasn’t the
best approach. So, he addressed the issue directly and honestly. By tak-
ing responsibility for not being comfortable with closeness, Bob didn’t
embarrass Stan and they were able to end the conversation on a posi-

tive note.
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Applying the Approach

Apply the following principles when dealing with a personal space in-
vader:

« If you back up, space invaders may realize they’re too close.

« If someone pats your hand, slowly pulling back your hand will send
a message that the touch is unwanted.

« Similarly, if someone puts an arm around you or hugs you, backing
away will send a clear message.

o If these measures don't work and the person continually invades
your space, you'll either have to accept the proximity or speak up.

« If you decide to speak up, taking responsibility for the discomfort
may be the best tactic to use in getting your point across and not
embarrassing the person.

» Define the problem as it affects you. Joking about your need for dis-
tance may alleviate any discomfort or embarrassment the other per-
son may feel.

« Offer a compromise and ask for agreement.

» Be sure to end the conversation on a positive note, either by joking
about your need for distance or, as Bob did, thanking the person for

understanding.

How to Deal with a Slacker

Lydia and Tom have worked together for three months. He transferred
from another office and even though he was as experienced as she, Tom
hasn’t been doing an equal share of the work. He has such a fun person-
ality that at first Lydia didn’t mind pulling the extra weight. But lately
it’s started annoying her that she’s doing more than her fair share of the

work.
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Do you work with someone who always manages to fly under the
radar? If you do, your coworker is likely a slacker. The biggest problem
in dealing with slackers is that theyre usually likeable people. They’re
easy going and fun to be around. That’s part of their charm. But they also
have a knack for avoiding work and responsibility. They look like they’re
working when, in fact, they’re doing nothing constructive. These are the
people who don't volunteer for projects and then come up with good
excuses for avoiding them. These are also the people who are very good
at convincing others that they’re pulling their weight.

Slackers may even fool the boss. They may think they’re clever, but
to deal with this type of worker, you're going to have to be a little clev-
erer. When the boss asks for volunteers for yet another project, you
could suggest that the team members discuss their current projects so
that everyone will know who's able to take on another one. This is a great
way to make the slacker come clean. When everyone states what they
already have going on and the slacker can’t honestly take credit for the
same amount of work, it'll be clear who should take on this project.

But if you don’t have the opportunity to make the slacker take re-
sponsibility and it’s bugging you that youre doing more than your fair
share of the work, you're going to have to confront the slacker directly.
Don't expect your coworker to come clean and immediately change his
or her ways, though. You can expect slackers to evade, dodge, or weasel
their way out of the conversation. You'll have to plan how you want to
confront this person, have concrete data to present, and then stick to
your guns when discussing the situation. Remember that people who fly
under the radar are very good at what they do!

Lydia joked with Tom about his doing less work but so far he just keeps
shuffling papers on his desk and spending his time staring at his computer.
She began to suspect that he was staring at the same screen! Since theyre a
two-person operation, Lydia decided it was time to speak with Tom about
her problem.
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Step 1: Think First

The biggest problem was that they had become close friends, even so-
cializing outside the office. Lydia didn’t really know how to tell Tom it
was time he pulled his share of the workload, but she also knew that’s
exactly what she needed to say. She didn’t want to compromise their
friendship, but on the other hand she was beginning to feel used and was
even wondering how much her friendship meant to him if he thought
his behavior was acceptable. After thinking about how she wanted to

proceed with the conversation, Lydia felt confident confronting Tom.

Step 2: Gain a Better Understanding

“Hey Tom, something’s been bugging me, and it’s time we talk about it,”
Lydia said.

“Sure, Lydia, what’s going on?” Tom said, looking concerned.

“Well, I don't really know how to say this other than to say it di-
rectly;” she replied. “Frankly, I'm doing most of the work and thats not
fair. I hadn’t said anything about this because I don’t want anything to af-
fect our friendship, but lately I've felt a little used.” (“I” phrase) Lydia had
a hard time maintaining eye contact, but every time she found her eyes
straying, she brought them back to look at Tom. She looked concerned
and that’s exactly what she felt.

Tom looked shocked and said, “Whoa, wait a minute! Why would
you say such a thing? You can see that I'm working just as hard as you
are”

“Yes, I can see that youre working,” Lydia told him. (understanding)
“But I have the productivity reports for the last three months on my
desk, and I'm completing almost double the orders that you are. I'll be
happy to show the report to you”

“I didn’t realize that I wasn’t pulling my fair share,” Tom said, look-
ing upset and a little miffed.
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Step 3: Define the Problem

Lydia showed him the report, then spoke softly, hoping to calm Tom
down. “Tom, I'm not coming to you to upset you. From what I'm gather-
ing, you thought you were doing your fair share of the work”

“Of course I did,” Tom replied adamantly, “until now.”

“Then you can see by the report that you haven’t been.”

“Yeah, the numbers don't lie. I thought I was doing more than I ac-

tually was.”

Step 4: Offer Your Best Solution

For a moment, Lydia wanted to end the conversation right then, think-
ing that everything would be all right. But she reminded herself that
unless they agreed to a resolution, he might not change his behavior and
shed end up becoming even more upset.

She continued: “Look, Tom, I value our friendship, but I also value
our working relationship. Id like for us to do an equal share of the work. I
do have a proposal that I think will be fair. How about if we divide up the
daily orders first thing in the morning rather than taking them from the pile
throughout the day? That way we'll both know what we're facing each day

and, if either of us gets backed up, we can help each other” (compromise)

Step 5: Agree on the Resolution

“Well, I guess that’ll work,” Tom agreed, reluctantly

Lydia could tell that Tom wasn’t thrilled with the arrangement but
since he had agreed to it she didn't back down. “Great!” she said. “I'm so
glad we worked this out. (resolution) I wouldn’t want anything to come

between our relationship—both on and off the job.” (reconciliation)

Why This Works

Confronting a slacker is difficult when the person is likeable. It's even

more difficult when the coworkers are friends like Lydia and Tom. Dur-
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ing their conversation Lydia almost backed down, but she was glad she
didn’t. That would have only upset her more because nothing would
have changed. Lydia knew she had to stick to her guns, so she presented
concrete facts to back up her claim of doing double the work. She pro-
posed a solution and, when Tom reluctantly bought into it, Lydia seized
the moment to gain his agreement for the resolution. She’ll have to con-
tinue to monitor Tom’s workload because slackers aren’t usually keen on
the idea of actually having to do their share of the work, but he agreed to
her solution so it’'ll be easier for her to stay on top of the workload going

forward.

Applying the Approach
Apply the following principles when dealing with a slacker:

« Don't be lulled into inaction because you like the slacker and want

to believe it's going to be okay.
» Focus on the amount of work each team member is producing.

o Don't try to shame or goad a slacker into doing more work. These

types are masters at evasion and aren't easily shamed.
o Speak to the slacker about the production inconsistencies.

« Before you do, run through the likely conversation in your mind.
Prepare yourself for the slacker not to take responsibility. This per-

son isn’t easily changeable.

«  Stick to your guns, especially if you like the slacker. State that you
appreciate your friendship but that you also value your working re-
lationship.

 Share concrete facts that support your claim.
o  Offer a compromise.

o When the slacker takes the bait, even if reluctantly, jump on it. Thank

the slacker for agreeing to your proposal.
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o Continue to monitor the situation to make sure the workload is
evenly shared.

« Ifitisn’t, it may be time to involve the boss.

How to Deal with a TMl’er

Paige enjoys working with her coworkers ... except for Allie, who is extro-
verted and gregarious to the point that she divulges way too much informa-
tion (TMI) about herself. Paige has asked her coworkers how they feel about
Allie and most are in agreement that they could do without hearing every
little detail about her life. Two of the team members, however, encourage
Allie to share what’s going on in her love life and then joke about her behind
her back. Paige feels uncomfortable knowing how they encourage her for
the purpose of laughing at her. It’s gotten to the point that she doesn’t even
want to be around the group when Allie lets her loose lips yammer.

People who disclose too much personal information are usually
harmless. They’re sociable, friendly folks who don't seem to understand
there’s a fine line between saying enough to hold an interesting conversa-
tion and revealing too many details about their personal lives. And, al-
though most coworkers feel uncomfortable hearing overly personal and
private details about one’s life, as in Allie’s case, some on the receiving end
may encourage the TMIer and then joke about the person afterward.

However, when in a work setting, stay on the high road. When the
person starts talking, you can try joking by covering your ears and say-
ing “TMI?” But if that doesn't stop the person from flapping their lips, do
the right thing. Take the person aside and have a heart to heart. Let the
person know that a line was crossed, and you’re uncomfortable hearing
all the details.

If you realize you may be a TMIer, take this advice to heart. Stop!
Remember that when you're at work you should always maintain a level
of decorum and professionalism. Think before you speak and share only

what youd share with your mother ... or a child ... or a stranger.

American Management Association / www.amanet.org


www.amanet.org

Powerful Phrases for Challenging Coworker Situations 145

Paige was no prude, but she found that her coworkers’ and Allies be-
haviors were beginning to bother her. She felt that whether they were en-
couraging Allie to tell them about her love life or were joking about her
behind her back, none of them were behaving professionally. She thought
about how to handle the situation and decided the best approach would be
to speak with Allie directly.

Step 1: Think First

Paige understood that Allie was just trying to fit in with the team and
didn’t know that she was being talked about and laughed at behind her
back. Paige felt the best approach would be to handle this situation deli-
cately since Allie was a likeable, friendly person whose behavior was
meant to be harmless. Paige wanted to protect Allie’s dignity, yet get her

to understand she was divulging way too much information.

Step 2: Gain a Better Understanding

When Paige approached Allie, she spoke politely. “Allie, rather than tak-
ing our break with the group, would you mind if we took it together? I'd
like to talk to you about something.”

“Sure. Is everything all right?” Allie looked concerned.

Paige smiled warmly. “Sure. I just want to talk about something that's
a little uncomfortable for me to say in front of the team. (“I” phrase) I
really don’t know how to say this other than to just say it. Allie, I under-
stand that you're friendly and outgoing, but it seems that you're revealing
too much information about your private life to the team members. (un-
derstanding) A couple of them are continuing to talk about it when you're
not around and thats making me uncomfortable because I don’t think
they’re being fair to you. (“I” phrase, understanding)

Allie offered an explanation. “I'm a very open person, and I just
don’t see a problem with talking about my personal life. But who's doing

that? I don’t want anyone talking about me behind my back”
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Step 3: Define the Problem

Paige nodded and showed concern in her facial expression. “I don’t want
to cause a rift among our team and really, it isn’t important to know who's
continuing your conversation when youre not around. From what I'm
gathering, you feel very comfortable talking about your private life to us”
Allie said, “Well yeah, until now!”
Paige continued: “Then you realize how saying too much may not
be a good thing?”

“I sure do,” Allie responded.

Step 4: Offer Your Best Solution

“I'd like to offer a suggestion that I'm sure will work for you. When you're
at work, just don’t divulge the nitty-gritty. Save those details for your close
friends; you know, people outside of work,” Paige offered. (compromise)

Allie said, “Well now I'm embarrassed that I've already told too
much?”

Paige answered respectfully. “I'm not telling you this to make you feel
embarrassed. Can I tell you how many times I've said things that I later
regretted? (understanding)

“But how do I change?” Allie asked. “Everyone’s used to having me
tell them about my dates”

Paige thought for a moment before responding. “Going forward,
when someone asks you about a date, just say it was good. If they encour-
age you to share the details, tell them theres not much to say. Now if you
saw a movie or went out to dinner, talk about that. Just stop before you say
anything you wouldn’t want your mother knowing. How does that sound?”

(compromise). Both women laughed.

Step 5: Agree on the Resolution
Allie nodded. “I get it. Just stick to the G-rated stuft”
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Paige added: “Or PG! I'm glad we talked this out. (resolution) I like
you a lot and so do the rest of our team members. Please don’t think anyone
was saying anything hurtful or spiteful about you. They’re probably just a

little jealous that your life is more exciting than theirs.” (reconciliation)

Why This Works

Paige could have spoken to the team members who were talking about
Allie behind her back but realized that doing so wasn't going to stop
Allie from sharing too much information. Allie was the person she
needed to speak to, but Paige felt uncomfortable tackling a delicate sub-
ject. Throughout their conversation, Paige spoke respectfully and was
able to convey the importance of maintaining professionalism at work.
Adding that the coworkers were likely jealous ended their conversation

on a lighthearted note.

Applying the Approach
Apply the following principles when dealing with a TMTIer:

« If someone you work with is sharing too much personal informa-
tion, first try covering your ears and saying “TMI.” This often clues
the person in to the problem.

«  You can try letting let the information go in one ear and out the other.

o If that doesn’t work and you find it difficult to transition from that
conversation back to work, then it’s time to talk to the person.

o When planning your conversation, be extremely tactful and re-
spectful because this person isn’t aware of giving way too much per-
sonal information.

« The person may become embarrassed so offer words of understand-
ing.

«  When the person understands that this behavior is a problem, your
next step is to offer a solution by suggesting he or she refrain from

telling too much.
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« End the conversation on a positive note to help the person over any

embarrassment.

How to Deal with a Whiner

Alex sat next to Mary, whom he silently called “Whiney Wendy.” Mary
whined her way through each day. Nothing seemed right in Mary’s world.
Whether it was her child, husband, boss, or another coworker, Mary seemed
to think that someone was out to get her or was doing something on purpose
to irritate her. Alex was tired of listening to her whining and had tried get-
ting her to view situations more objectively, but that approach hadn’t worked.
He also tried changing the subject but that, too, hadn’t worked.

Nothing ever seems right in the world of a whiner. Unlike a negative
Nelly, who views the world negatively and complains about everything,
a whiner turns the negativity inward to focus on how it affects them.
Whiners whine because it gives them a good feeling and may ease their
frustration. But it gives those around them anything but a good feeling,
and it will certainly raise the frustration level of anyone within earshot.

Dealing with a whiner can be trying because whining is a part of
their personality. You can’t change the person, but you can change your
reaction to the whining. You've most likely already figured out that try-
ing to get a whiner to view a situation more objectively falls on deaf ears.
The truth is that most whiners really don't want anything to change.
They just like the reinforcement whining gives them. So if you're able to,
learn to ignore it. Tune out the whiner when he starts complaining. But
you know that may prove difficult, and the whining is apt to get to you
at some point. The best approach may be to empathize, listen to the
complaint, and then take a problem-solving approach by helping her
find a solution. Handling the conversation this way will get the point
across that you're not just going to sit by and listen to the whining with-

out expecting the person to also come up with a solution.
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Alex decided to take a problem-solving approach. He hoped that by
asking Mary to offer a solution about how to handle her whining, shed get
the message that he wasn't willing to sit silently and listen to her continual

carping.

Step 1: Think First

Alex thought about how to address Mary the next time she whined and
decided the best way would be to head her off at the pass as soon as she
started whining. He planned to tell her point blank how her complain-
ing was affecting him, but mainly he planned to stop her in her tracks by

asking her to offer a solution to each problem.

Step 2: Gain a Better Understanding

He didn’t have to wait long to test his new tactic. Right after lunch, Mary
said: “Our boss once again proved she has no respect for me. While we
were gone, she dropped more work on my desk. How am I supposed to
input all these bills when I haven't finished the ones from the morning?”

Alex quickly responded: “Oh wow. I can relate to how you feel. (un-
derstanding) How are you going to handle the situation?” Mary looked
at him with a bewildered gaze. Alex felt he was on the right track to put
a temporary stop to her whining.

“What do you mean how am I going to handle the situation? What

can I do? I have all this work and now she’s dumped more on my desk”

Step 3: Define the Problem

“Complaining about it isn’t the answer. The way I see it you have two
choices. You can explain to her what you already have going on or you
can do the work?” Alex spoke with confidence, maintained eye contact,
and held a neutral facial expression.

“I wouldn't feel comfortable telling her I have too much work, even
though I do”
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“Hey, I understand you have a lot to do. We all do,” Alex said. (under-
standing) “Look, I haven't said anything before, but actually we both
have a problem. Your not telling her you have too much work is creating
a problem for you, and frankly, when you complain to me, its a problem
for me because all the complaining brings me down.” (“I” phrase)

Mary continued to look confused. She wasn’t used to Alex speaking to
her like that. Finally, she said: “I didn’t realize I was causing you a problem.”

“Look, Mary, 'm only trying to help you out,” Alex told her. “When
you allow her to dump work on your desk it’s obviously causing you a
hardship. (understanding) And when you tell me about it, I have trouble
refocusing on my work because it’s upsetting to me too.” (“I” phrase)

Mary nodded in understanding. “I see where you're coming from.”

Step 4: Offer Your Best Solution

Alex explained: “You can either do the work or you can talk to her and let
her know how much work you already have.” (compromise)

Mary spoke hesitantly. “I suppose I can try to get it all done.”

“If that’s the case, then if you don’t mind, please don’t complain about
it to me,” Alex said, looking at her sympathetically. (compromise)

Step 5: Agree on the Resolution

“I won't”

“Thank you,” Alex said. (resolution) “I'm glad we talked this out, and
I'm also glad you came up with a solution that’ll work for you.” (resolu-
tion, reconciliation) Alex looked down at the bill he was working on
and found it hard containing his smile. He was more than pleased with
the way he handled Mary’s whining and planned to use this approach

every time she started complaining.

Why This Works

Aslong as Alex was a willing participant by listening to Mary’s whining,

nothing was going to change, because she really wasn’t looking for things
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to change. Alex’s approach worked well because he made a plan to con-
front her the next time she whined and ask what she planned to do.
Then, he made sure he explained the problems it created for both of
them. He followed up by explaining possible solutions. When Mary said
she thought she could get all the work done, Alex quickly affirmed her

resolution and offered a phrase of reconciliation.

Applying the Approach
Apply the following principles when dealing with a whiner:

o At first, ignore the whining. If the whiner gets no response from

you, he or she may take the whining elsewhere.

« But if ignoring it doesn’t work and the whining is getting to you,
then do as Alex did and head the whiner off at the pass.

« Respond to the complaint with a phrase of understanding.

o Askwhat they’re going to do about the problem. This sends the mes-

sage that you're expecting them to come up with a solution.

o Ifthe person doesn’t come up with a solution, explain the problems

the whining causes for both of you.
o Be prepared to offer a solution.

»  Most likely the whiner will back down, and when they do, quickly

affirm the solution and offer a phrase of reconciliation.

How to Deal with a Wimp

Nicole overheard one of her coworkers ask Kim, another coworker, to fin-
ish a project because she was overloaded with work. Kim sighed and said:
“Sure, put it on my pile” The coworker replied: “Great! Thanks a bunch,
Kim. You're the best.” Nicole knew that her team members often took ad-
vantage of Kim’s passiveness, so she walked over to Kim and said: “You

should learn how to speak up for yourself. Everyone takes advantage of you
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and it isn’t right.” Kim shrugged her shoulders and shook her head resign-
edly. Nicole walked back to her desk, but Kim’s wimpy behavior continued
to bother her, mainly because she liked Kim and resented the way others
took advantage of her.

Telling wimps to change their behavior would be like telling infants to
get up and walk. Until they’re ready and able, theyre not capable of doing
it. Like Kim, some people are hard wired to be passive, shy, or mousy. They
don’t know how to stand up for themselves. They allow others to walk all
over them. They comply with the wants and needs of other people. They
allow other people to interrupt them. And, they wouldn't think of speak-
ing up or asking for help. They may also be overly empathetic, to the point
where they value other people’s feelings over their own.

The best way to help a wimp is to teach the person how to be less
wimpy and more assertive. Telling someone to speak up for themselves,
without communicating helpful ways to do that, will have little or no effect
on a wimp. When Kim shrugged her shoulders and shook her head re-
signedly, Nicole walked back to her desk knowing that unless Kim learned
how to say no, her coworkers would continue to take advantage of her.

After thinking about what she had said by telling Kim she should learn
to speak up for herself, Nicole realized that she could be more helpful by
taking a different approach.

Step 1: Think First

Nicole decided to ask Kim if shed mind allowing her to be an “assertive-
ness” mentor. She truly wanted to help Kim and felt that she could do
that by teaching her different phrases to say when their coworkers tried

to take advantage.

Step 2: Gain a Better Understanding

Nicole said: “Kim, earlier this morning, when I said you should learn how
to speak up for yourself, I realized I spoke out of turn. (“I” phrase) I know
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that its difficult for you to say no whenever anyone asks you to do some-
thing, even when you know they’re out of line.” (understanding)

“That’s true. I just don’t know how to say no, and I end up being
taken advantage of. Sometimes it bothers me, but I don't know what to

do about it,” Kim replied.

Step 3: Define the Problem

Nicole replied: “So youd agree that when people take advantage of you,
it creates a problem for you?”

“Definitely;” Kim replied. “I wish I could be more like you.”

“And you understand that it’s a problem for me, too, because I don’t
like seeing that?” Nicole said

“I appreciate that,” Kim said.

Step 4: Offer Your Best Solution

Nicole nodded, maintained a concerned facial expression, and smiled
warmly. “If you don’t mind, Id like to help you.” (compromise)

“I wouldn't mind at all,” Kim said.

“I'd like to suggest some phrases that work well for me, and I know
they’ll work for you as well. (compromise) Here’s one that always works.
When someone asks me to do something and I already have my plate
full, T say something like: Td like to help you out but I've already got
more work than I can handle today. I've found that saying that does the
trick because it lets them know that my time is important too.”

“That’s a great suggestion. I'm going to try it next time.” Kim said,

seeming determined.

Step 5: Agree on the Resolution

Nicole then said: “T'm glad you don’t mind me helping you out.” (resolution)
“If you can teach me how to stand up for myself, I won’t mind in the
least!” Kim told her.
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Nicole added: “Terrific. Learning how to say no is tough, but once I
learned the value of that word I gained a lot of confidence and was able to
stand up for myself. I care about you and if I can help in any way, please

don’t hesitate to ask.” (reconciliation)

Why This Works

Once Nicole realized that she took the wrong approach with Kim, she
reassessed how to handle the conversation. After they agreed on the
cause of the problem, she asked Kim if she could help her become more
assertive. When Kim readily agreed, Nicole was prepared and gave her
an example of an assertive phrase. But Nicole also knows that changing
one’s behavior takes time, so she plans to pay attention and continue to

mentor Kim, helping her become more assertive and confident.

Applying the Approach
Apply the following principles when dealing with a wimp:

« Rather than telling the person he or she should change, take a differ-
ent approach and ask the person if you can help them learn to be

more assertive.

o Guide them to understand why not being able to say no can create a
problem. In addition, explain that it’s a problem for you because it
bothers you to see them taken advantage of. Then offer to teach
some assertive phrases.

«  Assure the person the phrases work because they’ve worked for you.

o Don’t overwhelm the person. Start with one example, and build
from there.

« Maintain the person’ self-esteem by acknowledging that learning to
say no is difficult, but that it can be done.
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Powerful Phrases for
Challenging Situations
with Your Boss

hroughout your career, you'll probably work for many bosses.
Because no one is perfect, the good bosses will have some chal-
lenging personality traits, quirks, and habits, while the bad
bosses will have some redeeming qualities. One thing is certain: whether
you consider your bosses good or bad, you're going to like some things
they do and dislike others. When something bothers you, you’ll need to
decide whether to ignore the behavior or speak up. If you choose to say
something, confronting your boss is going to be quite different than
confronting a coworker. Let’s face it: your boss has the upper hand and
an advantage over you. He or she may hold the purse strings that pay
your wages and keep you employed. That isn’t to say that you should put
up with bad behavior, but that you need to approach the situation with
more sensitivity and tact than you might when speaking to one of your
peers.
This chapter describes ten challenging personality types of bosses.
For each type, you'll learn how to use the five-step conflict resolution
process to speak to your boss about challenging situations. Sample sce-

narios are included that will help you resolve conflicts successfully. As in
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the first four chapters, the powerful phrases are denoted in italics with
the type powerful phrase noted in (bold). For each of the behaviors, a
“Something to Think About” helpful tip is included as well, demonstrat-
ing how to handle an unusual or difficult situation. When you become
comfortable applying the five-step process, you'll develop the confi-
dence to effectively communicate with any type of boss for whom you

work.

Basic Rules When Confronting Your Boss

When discussing a problem situation your boss, speaking calmly and
confidently can increase your ability to make your feelings known in a
constructive, nonthreatening manner. Focusing on the facts and offer-
ing a positive solution will enable you to keep the conversation produc-
tive. If you first view the situation from your boss’s perspective and un-
derstand his or her personality, you'll have a better idea of how to deal
with the situation. When you're able to successfully resolve problems
with your boss, you'll develop a stronger, more trusting, and supportive
relationship with each other.

Before learning how to handle the various personality types, here
are some basic rules to remember when attempting to resolve a conflict

between you and your boss:

«  Only approach your boss when you feel certain that you'll be able to
maintain your confidence and assertiveness throughout the conver-

sation.
«  When speaking to your boss, use positive and constructive language.
« Always remain calm, no matter how your boss speaks to you.
o  Always treat your boss with respect.

« No matter what happens during the conversation, never insult your

boss or other members of upper management.
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o Clearly state the facts when telling your boss what’s bothering you

and how it made you feel.

« Be prepared to share examples.

«  Offer your compromise and focus on how you can work together to
solve the problem.

o If you feel it's impossible to have a productive conversation with
your boss, speak to someone else who can provide guidance about
how to deal with the problem.

« Don't ever burn your bridges; you never know when you’ll have to

Cross one again.

Bear in mind that it may be in your best interest to rule on the side
of caution and learn how to put up with your boss’s quirks, idiosyncra-
sies, and personality traits. If you can ignore or work around your boss’s
negative habits and keep your focus on doing a good job, you'll have an
advantage in being able to maintain a calm, confident demeanor. But if
something bothers you to the point that it affects your work or your at-
titude, then it’s time to speak up.

The following 10 examples involve conflicts between an employee or
a group of employees and the boss, in which the employee or employees
have made the decision to discuss the matter with him or her. If your
entire team has a problem with the boss, the group should discuss the
best way to handle the problem before entering in a conflict resolution
meeting. As you'll see in the examples, the best approach is often to have
one person assume the role of the spokesperson for the group with the

other members of the team in attendance.

How to Deal with an Abusive Boss

Brandon was busy stocking shelves when his boss, Matt, came up behind

him. “What are you doing? You're stocking those wrong. I thought you knew
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what you were doing but evidently you don’t. Do I have to show you again
how to do it right?” Brandon was upset that Matt berated him in front of
a customet, who looked dumbfounded and uncomfortable witnessing the
situation. Brandon was used to Matt’s put downs and negative reinforce-
ment, but he really didn’t like being called out in front of customers. Bran-
don shook his head and said: “I'm sorry. I know you like the items touch-
ing, and I'll take care of it.”

Some bosses have no tact and use no discretion when voicing their
opinions to employees. Like Matt, when they see a problem, they abu-
sively criticize or reprimand the employee in front of customers rather
than taking the employee aside and discussing the matter privately. They
manage only through negative reinforcement. An abusive boss is never
satisfied, is overly critical, uses intimidation techniques, and speaks in
threatening tones. In other words, this type of boss is a bully.

As you learned in Chapter 4, no one has the right to bully another,
even when the bully is your boss. Working for an abusive boss is tough,
but the bottom line is not to take it personally. It’s likely your boss treats
everyone this way. It also could be that your boss acts this way because
someone higher up on the totem pole is treating him or her that same
way. However, that doesn’t make the boss’s behavior okay, and it’s best to
address any abusive situation when it occurs. Stand up for yourself, and
tell your boss how you want to be treated. Just do it in a tactful, respect-
ful manner. Calmly and assertively explain how the abuse made you
feel. Present yourself as the voice of reason when you speak. Cite one or
more examples. If, like Brandon, customers were nearby, explain to the
boss that you noticed they looked uncomfortable overhearing the con-
versation. Then tell the boss how youd like to be treated in the future.
When you speak with confidence, you'll be perceived as someone who
respects yourself and expects to be treated well.

Sitting idly by and allowing a bully to heap abuse on you is never

good. It can affect your work, your state of mind, and even your health.
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If the situation continues to be unbearable after speaking to your boss,
go to a higher authority or discuss the situation with a human resources
manager. Just make sure you have documentation about the abuse to
back up your claim.

Brandon was tired of being called out in such an abusive manner, es-
pecially since a customer was present. He was proud that he had kept his

cool with Matt but wanted the abusive behavior to stop.

Step 1: Think First

Brandon was also a little intimidated by Matt’s overbearing mannerisms.
He tried to analyze why Matt thought that abusing his employees was all
right and concluded that Matt was the type of boss who never had any-
thing good to say to or about any of his employees. When he saw some-
thing he didn't like, he didn’t appear to have the filter to know when it
was best to delay the conversation. Rather, he launched into speaking
his mind, no matter how he spoke or who else was present. Brandon had
seen him berate other coworkers, yet knowing he wasn't the only one
who was treated abusively didn’t make it right. When he felt confident
that hed be able to speak assertively and say what he wanted to say, he
approached Matt in his office.

Step 2: Gain a Better Understanding

“Matt, do you have a minute? I wanted to talk to you about something”
Brandon spoke assuredly, made eye contact, and stood up straight.
Matt nodded without smiling. “I have a lot of work to do, so keep it
short, okay?”
Brandon said: “I wanted to talk to you about what happened this
morning when you told me I was stocking the shelves wrong. A cus-
tomer was within earshot and she heard every word, which made me very

uncomfortable” (“I” phrase)
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“Hey, I saw what I saw, and you were stocking the shelves wrong.
What did you want me to do, let you continue?” Matt spoke grufily.

Brandon thought before he spoke, and then said: “T understand that,
Matt. You saw me doing something wrong so you wanted to correct me,
(understanding) whether or not you did it in front of a customer”

“What difference does that make?” Matt asked.

Brandon was prepared for that sort of glib comment. “To me it does
make a difference”

Brandon sensed that Matt’s facial expression conveyed some under-

standing about how he felt so he moved into defining the problem.

Step 3: Define the Problem

“I apologize that I wasn’t stocking the items butted against each other. I
know that’s not how you like it. But when you were speaking to me, the
customer looked very uncomfortable. And, I already mentioned that I
telt uncomfortable with her being present. That’s the issue I wanted to
talk to you about.”

Matt said: “Okay. Go on.”

Step 4: Offer Your Best Solution

Matt took a deep breath before offering a compromise. “Id prefer, if you
have to correct me about something I'm doing, that you do it out of earshot
of others. (compromise) As for what happened this morning, I'd have
appreciated if you waited until the customer walked away. Or, you could
have called me aside and spoken to me.”

Matt nodded: “T’ll try to remember that.”

Step 5: Agree on the Resolution

“Thanks,” Brandon responded. (resolution) “And I'll do my best to re-

member how you like each item stocked on the shelves.” (reconciliation).
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Why This Works

Brandon knew that he wasn’t going to transform Matt from being an
abusive bully into a courteous, tactful boss, but he also knew that he
needed to say something to let Matt know how he felt being berated to
in front of a customer. Because he practiced the conversation in his
mind and only approached Matt when he felt confident, Brandon was
able to speak assertively and get his point across. He took responsibility
for not stocking the shelves properly and apologized for not doing his
job to Matt’s liking. Then he offered a compromise and explained exactly
how he wanted Matt to speak to him in the future. Matt really had no
other choice but to agree with Brandon’s proposal. Brandon felt good
after the meeting, during which both men kept the conversation ratio-

nal and calm.

Something to Think About

If your boss is normally a reasonable person who recently said
something to you that was abusive, think about what may have
caused your boss to behave badly. Is your boss under a lot of
pressure? Did something happen recently that could affect
your boss’s attitude? It could be a personal problem or perhaps
your boss’s boss has said something that caused him or her to
behave badly. So think before speaking up. You may decide to
let it go, but if it continues to happen speak up. Doing so may

give your boss a much needed sounding board.

Applying the Approach

Apply the following principles when dealing with an abusive boss:

« Itsalways best to speak up when the abuse happens, as Brandon did,
but first take the time to think how to handle the discussion.
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o Speakin specifics, and cite an example of the abusive behavior. Then
state how it made you feel.

« If customers were within earshot, it will make your case stronger to
let the boss know that the behavior likely made the customers feel ill

at ease.

« An abusive boss isn’t likely to back down immediately, so when you
define the problem don't expect an empathetic comment.

« Offer your best solution by explaining your compromise in very
specific terms. State exactly how you want similar situations to be
handled going forward.

«  When you speak with confidence and state your case assertively,
your boss is more apt to agree with your request.

+ If the same behavior happens again, calmly remind your boss of the
agreement you had reached.

« If you continue to accept abuse, that’s the best you can hope to re-

ceive.

How to Deal with a Controlling Boss

Jessica was busy working on a project when her boss, Sam, walked into her
cubicle. “Here’s a project I need you to complete. It's due on Friday,” he
said, dropping the project on top of the project she was currently working
on and walking away without saying another word. Jessica picked up the
project and threw it to the side, although she really felt like throwing it in
the garbage can. She was tired of Sam always telling her what to do. It
bugged her that he never bothered to ask if she could handle additional
work.

Some bosses seem to get stuck in a controlling style of management.
It’s easier for these types to tell you what to do than to ask. Controlling
bosses come across as authoritative: it’s their way or the highway. They
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feel they have the right to dictate and would never think of asking an
employee for input. Do what they say, and don't challenge them. They
would consider it beneath them to ask for their employees’ suggestions
or ideas. They like to make all decisions, even those that directly affect
the team members. The bottom line is that they feel they know best, so
why ask. After all, no one is as capable as they are and they won't hesitate
to let employees know.

There may also be other reasons for the controlling behavior. It
could be that he’s overloaded with responsibilities and is so busy that he
doesn’t have the time to ask or enter into discussions, so he relies on tell-
ing employees what to do because it’s easier and quicker. Or, perhaps
she’s a new manager, who hasn’t yet found her comfort zone, lacks con-
fidence, and feels that being authoritative and bossy will make her look
more managerial. Your controlling boss may be very amiable, too. You
like your boss; you just don’t like the dictator-like actions.

So what do you do when you work for a controlling boss? It will be
helpful if you can figure out why your boss acts like a dictator, as this will
enable you to deal better with the behavior. If hes overly busy and
stressed or if she’s a new manager, you may decide to cut some slack and
ignore the controlling behaviors. But if the controlling behavior be-
comes unbearable or upsetting to you, then it's time to sit down with
your boss and have a heart to heart. Speak in specifics when you address
the problem.

For the most part, Jessica had learned to ignore Sam’s dropping work
on her desk and walking away. She accepted that being authoritative was
Sam’s nature, so she did her job and tried to let his behavior roll off her
back. She liked Sam and didn’t feel comfortable telling him that he was
giving her more than her fair share of work, so she had grown accustomed
to taking the additional work without saying anything. But now she felt
put upon. After all, it wasn’t fair that he continued to pile on work just

because he knew she was capable of getting it all done.
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Step 1: Think First

After stewing about the latest project Sam had dropped on her desk, Jes-
sica came up with a plan to ask for his help in prioritizing the work he
assigned to her. She hoped that after meeting with Sam, hed realize just
how much work he had given her to handle. She also hoped to get the
point across that shed appreciate being asked before he dropped work
on her desk. She took her planner and the pile of project folders and met

with Sam in his office.

Step 2: Gain a Better Understanding

“Thanks so much for meeting with me,” Jessica began, making sure her
tone and facial expressions conveyed respect. She smiled warmly at
Sam. “The reason I wanted to speak with you is that I'm feeling a little
overwhelmed, and I need your help in prioritizing my projects.” (“I”
phrase)

She then laid out her planner on his desk and placed the pile of nine
projects next to it. He raised his eyebrows, and his expression wasn’t lost
on her. It told her just what she had been thinking: Sam didn't realize the
volume of projects he had dropped on her desk.

Step 3: Define the Problem

Jessica seized the opportunity to define the problem: “As you can see,
I've got a lot of projects to complete. I have no problem with completing
these. The problem I have, though, is that I'm not sure how to prioritize
them. I'd like for us to review them and then you can tell me how youd
like me to prioritize each one. That way I'll get them completed to your
expectations.”

“I didn’t realize how much work you have,” Sam said, seeming

surprised.
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Step 4: Offer Your Best Solution
“Oh, that's okay Sam. I figured you didn’t” (understanding) Jessica lifted

the top four folders and said: “These are the ones I'm currently working
on.”” Then she tapped the stack. “And these are the ones you recently gave
me to work on that I haven't started.”

Sam took the folders from her. Then he reiterated: “I really didn’t
realize I gave you this many to work on.”

Jessica oftered a compromise: “Perhaps going forward, before you drop
a project on my desk, do you think you could check with me to see what I'm
already working on? (compromise) That way I won't get in this bind”

Sam said: “Sure” Together they went through the projects. Sam said
hed reassign the five projects that Jessica hadn't yet started, and they
prioritized the other four.

Step 5: Agree on the Resolution

“Thanks so much, Sam. I'm glad we agreed that you’ll check with me be-
fore assigning work. (resolution) I appreciate that you trust that I'll al-

ways do my best.” (reconciliation)

Why This Works

Jessica knew that being controlling was part of Sam’s personality and
that wasn’t going to change. She had learned to ignore his bad habits, but
when he continued to pile work on her, she spoke up. She also took a
smart approach. Jessica never complained that she felt like a dumping
ground. And she didn’t say no to Sam or tell him that she couldn’t han-
dle all the work. Rather, Jessica took a problem-solving approach by ask-
ing for Sam’s help in prioritizing the work he had assigned to her. Be-
cause Jessica stayed positive throughout their conversation, when she

suggested that he ask before assigning a project, Sam readily agreed.
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Something to Think About

If your boss is acting in a controlling manner because he’s
new, cut him some slack. Show him that you’re a capable and
supportive employee, which will help gain his trust. As his
confidence increases, you're liable to see less of the control-
ling behaviors. But if not, talk to him about it. If you speak as
a trusted employee who's trying to help your boss communi-
cate in more productive ways, he should be receptive to the
conversation.

Applying the Approach

Apply the following principles when dealing with a controlling boss:

Do your best to ignore the controlling behaviors and focus on doing
the best job you can.

If your boss continually displays a behavior that affects your ability
to complete your work or is giving you a negative attitude, then talk
to him or her.

Speak respectfully when you define the problem. Like Jessica, it'll be
to your advantage to take a problem solving approach rather than
sounding as though you're complaining.

Explain specifically the problem you're having. Take responsibility
that you're the one with the problem, not the boss.

Then offer a compromise for how youd like the situation to be han-
dled going forward.

Gain the boss’s agreement and offer phrases of resolution and rec-

onciliation.

Then go back to doing the best job you can.
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How to Deal with an Egotistical Boss

Rachel and her coworkers were mulling over the memo they received from
their boss, Patricia, who scheduled an impromptu meeting later that after-
noon to discuss the team’s failure to win a district-wide sales contest. “Here
we go again. Its always our fault)” one of the coworkers complained with
others chiming in. “Well, youd think shed be proud of us coming in a close
second. But no!” “And if we did win, we still wouldn’t get credit. Then it
would be Patricia’s achievement.” “She’s really great at taking credit for our
accomplishments, and also great at blaming us when things don’t go her
way.” Rachel nodded in agreement. Patricia was the type of boss who
basked in the spotlight, but never accepted responsibility when things went
wrong. Then, it was always someone elses fault. One of the team members
shared that he overheard Patricia speaking to another manager and blam-
ing the team for losing the contest. They were in agreement that once again
Patricia wasn’t going to take any responsibility for the loss.

If you work for an egotistical boss, then you may have nodded your
head when you read the scenario above. Egotists love to take all the
credit for team accomplishments but failures are never their fault. They’ll
easily pass the blame onto others without taking any responsibility as
the team leader. These types of bosses are always looking out for their
own best interests. And, they probably don't like the spotlight to shine
on their employees because that takes attention away from them. They
may even consider employees who do a great job a threat. Egotistical
bosses don't bother to spend a lot of time with their employees, either.
They’re too busy or too involved with their own self-interests for too
much employee interaction. The bottom line is that it's always about
them.

If you work for a boss with a huge ego, it’s going to be difficult to
ignore the bad behavior. If, however, you can learn to do that, it'll make
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your life at work much more enjoyable. Learn to play the game by stay-
ing on top of yours. Do your best job, and try not to take it personally
when you’re blamed for something. When your boss takes an ego trip
and starts boasting about accomplishments, speak up about your contri-
butions to her or his success. Whenever you have the opportunity, make
your contributions known to others. If you or your team achieves an
objective or surpasses a goal, write a memo to your boss (and copy
someone in upper management) to share the good news. In other words,
take some of the credit back whenever you can. Remember, too, that
people outside the group know that your boss is an egotist because ego-
tists never try to hide their feelings. But if you do decide to speak to your
boss about a situation, start by describing the behavior and how it made
you feel. Make sure your boss understands the reason youre upset be-
fore offering a compromise. When you offer your compromise, speak
constructively so that your egotistical boss doesn't feel threatened or be-
come angry.

The team had grown tired of Patricia taking credit for team successes
but refusing to take responsibility for team failures. One coworker sug-
gested that when Patricia started raking them over the coals, they should
speak up and tell her how they feel about her. Rachel was the voice of rea-

son on the team, so she volunteered to be the spokesperson.

Step 1: Think First

Rachel knew it was going to be a tough conversation with Patricia, who
wasn't likely to be receptive to hearing anything negative about her-
self. Rachel thought through various ways to handle the discussion and
decided to begin by stroking Patricias ego. That would soften her up
enough so that Rachel could enter into a discussion about how the team
felt when she took all the credit for winning but never took responsibil-
ity for losing.
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Step 2: Gain a Better Understanding

Patricia didn't mince words when she spoke to the group. “I want you to
know how embarrassed I am to lose the contest. After all, last month my
name was on top and that’s where I always want it to be. I was humili-
ated at the conference when the district manager announced that an-
other manager won. I don't ever want that to happen again”

Rachel felt a lump in her throat but she knew that it was now or
never. She responded: “Patricia, I volunteered to speak for the team, and
I want you to know how sorry we are to have disappointed you. We
would never do anything on purpose to humiliate you.”

“I was extremely humiliated. And I am very disappointed in all of
you.” Patricia looked around the room when she spoke.

Rachel said: “We also want you to know that we want your name to
be on top because that means we're the top team.”

Patricia’s facial expression softened. She added: “I appreciate that all
of you want to be the top team?”

Even though Rachel wasn’t completely convinced that Patricia un-
derstood where she was coming from, Rachel understood exactly where

Patricia was coming from, so she moved into defining the problem.

Step 3: Define the Problem

Rachel said: “We understand how much winning means to you. (under-
standing) But we hope that you understand how much winning means
to us as well”

“Of course,” Patricia said flippantly.

Rachel added: “Last month when we won the contest, you didn’t give
the team any credit and that really bothered us. Frankly, we felt unappreci-
ated. (“I” phrase) We feel that everything we do, winning contests ... or

losing them, is a team effort. And as our leader, you're part of our team.
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The problem we have is that wed like you to share success with us, but
also share responsibility when we don’t succeed”

Patricia nodded. “I see where youre coming from?”

Step 4: Offer Your Best Solution

Rachel wasn't sure if Patricia really understood her definition of the
problem, but she thought that offering a compromise might help get
the point across. “What we're saying is that were all in this together—
with you—and wed like for you to be in this with us too. We're one team.
When we do well wed like for you to acknowledge our contributions, and
when we fail wed like you to acknowledge that youre in this with us.”
(compromise)

Patricia looked down at her papers and shuffled them. Then she
looked to the group and nodded slowly. “I understand what you're say-
ing. Last month, when we won the contest, you should have known that

I was proud of you. Perhaps I should have said something”

Step 5: Agree on the Resolution

“Then going forward, you’ll tell us when you are proud of us?” (compro-
mise) Rachel asked.

“Yes, I'll be sure to tell you when I'm proud of you.”

“And when we fail, we fail together?” (compromise)

Patricia nodded.

“Great. Thank you. (resolution) Patricia, we want you to know that
we like winning just as much as we do. We feel terrible that we lost this

contest, and we promise to always do our best for you.” (reconciliation)

Why This Works

The discussion would not have had a positive outcome if the entire team
had started voicing their complaints. Patricia would have felt she was

being ganged up on and become defensive. Rachel handled herself well
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throughout the discussion. She began by stroking Patricia’s ego and tak-
ing group responsibility for disappointing her. Then, she moved through
the conversation quickly and assertively by defining the problem and
offering a compromise that the team would appreciate being acknowl-
edged by Patricia, who would have little choice but to agree. Even though
the team knew that her egotistical manner wasn't going to change, they

telt good about speaking up and addressing how they felt.

Something to Think About

If you suspect that your ego-driven boss acts that way due to
insecurities, tread lightly. She may be acting egotistically to
compensate for her own shortcomings. Offer compliments
when you see her doing something well, and encourage her
by offering suggestions as to how youd like her to communi-
cate with you and your team. Doing so may increase her con-

fidence level and lessen her need to act egotistically.

Applying the Approach

Apply the following principles when dealing with an egotistical boss:

« Try to ignore the egotism and concentrate on doing your best.

» Showcase your achievements whenever there’s an opportunity. Send
an email, speak up during a meeting, or meet with your boss to dis-
cuss your accomplishments. While you might not feel comfortable
shining the spotlight on yourself, it’s in your best interest to take
credit because your boss isn’t likely to give you any.

o If you do decide to speak up, as Rachel and her team did, stroking
your boss’s ego a little may increase receptivity to the rest of the
conversation.

»  Make sure you clearly describe the behavior and how you felt.
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« Don't expect your boss to suddenly understand or acknowledge the
problem. If necessary, move into defining the problem, as that should
enhance understanding. Then, you can state your compromise and
work toward a resolution.

« Understand that your boss isn’t likely to change her ways. The best
you can hope for is that she listened and will change her method of

communicating with you and your team going forward.

How to Deal with an Incompetent Boss

Jack worked for his company for six years as a sales associate. He was the
most experienced member of his team of eight employees and was re-
garded as the mentor for his coworkers. When his manager, the company
owner’s brother, retired, Jack hoped that hed be promoted, but that
wasn’t to be. Before retiring, his manager took Jack aside and told him
that the owner was going to bring in his daughter, who had recently
graduated from college, to take over the manager position. Jack under-
stood the family dynamics of the company, but still he was disappointed
to be passed over for someone who had no company on-the-job experi-
ence. To make matters worse, Hailey, the new manager, tried to act like
she knew what she was doing rather than ask for help when it was clear
to the sales team that she was not qualified to do the sales job, let alone
to manage the team.

Working for someone who’s incompetent can be frustrating. Your
boss isn’t qualified to do the job, yet she’s in charge of your team. She
may not have any managerial experience, yet she’s your leader. Bosses
who are incompetent are often poor communicators because they don't
know enough about the job, the company, or the team to communicate
effectively. They don't provide adequate training for obvious reasons.
They’re unable to make decisions, or they take too much time mulling

over the best option. Often, they make poor decisions because they lack
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the job knowledge and insight about the company and team dynamics.
Consequently, they may come across as being unfocused. As a result,
this type of boss is an ineffective leader. And, there isn’t much you can
do about it.

When you work for an incompetent boss, learning how to adapt will
make you more skilled and proficient. He may be new to the company
and hopefully will receive training. Or, he may have been around a while
but has no clue as to what you do or how to manage. In any event, if your
boss isn’t able to give you direction, you'll become more self-reliant. If
your boss makes poor decisions, you’ll become more confident initiat-
ing your own outcomes. In other words, your boss’s lack of abilities
could be a blessing in disguise. When you concentrate on how you can
fill in the gaps for your manager, you'll develop important leadership
skills. Rather than emphasizing your boss’s lack of skills or complaining,
try to help him or her improve by assisting and teaching. You'll gain the
boss’s trust and ultimately make yourselflook good in the process. If you
present yourself as a valuable, supportive employee who contributes to
the success of your team, you’ll stand out as a positive role model and
leader.

Jack liked his job too much to allow Hailey’s incompetence to get to
him. After all, it wasn’t Hailey’s fault that her father put her in this posi-
tion. But when Hailey made a poor decision that could affect Jack’s ap-
praisal rating and pay, he decided to speak up. Jack decided to take a
proactive approach when discussing the effect of the decision by offering
his help.

Step 1: Think First

Before he spoke to Hailey, Jack took time to think about her weaknesses.
She had graduated with a degree in business management, and Jack felt
that as her confidence grew, shed develop her managerial and leadership
skills. But Hailey lacked the technical job knowledge, which hindered
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her ability to make sound judgments and decisions. Jack believed he
could help Hailey by offering to teach her the technical aspects of the job.
He just wasn't sure how receptive Hailey would be, since she overcom-

pensated for her weaknesses by acting like she knew how to do the job.

Step 2: Gain a Better Understanding

Jack stood in Hailey’s doorway and asked: “Do you have a few minutes
for us to talk about something?”

“Sure,” Hailey answered. “Come on in, and have a seat”

Jack sat down and took a deep breath. Leaning forward, he said: “I
wanted to talk to you about your decision to change the manner in
which our jobs are assigned. This change is going to decrease my work
load, which in turn could affect my appraisal rating and ultimately my
paycheck. I pride myself on being able to do more than my share of the
work and taking some of it away will make me feel that Id be contributing
less than I'm capable of doing” (“I” phrase)

“T made the decision because I wanted to even out the workload,”

Hailey responded.

Step 3: Define the Problem

“I understand where you're coming from,” Jack replied. (understanding)
“But the problem I have is that we don't all work at the same pace. Add-
ing more work to some of the other employees could cause two prob-
lems. First, productivity may slip. Second, the work might not be com-
pleted to customers’ expectations.”

“I didn’t think about that. I made my decision based on what I
thought would be fair to everyone.”

“I hope you understand the problems that decision could cause.
Jack spoke confidently, making eye contact and continuing to lean for-
ward.

“I do now;” Hailey said.
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Step 4: Offer Your Best Solution

Jack understood that he was taking a big risk with what he was about to
say but he said it anyway, and he said it with sincerity. “Look, I can un-
derstand how it must feel to be a new manager. (understanding) What Id
like to ask is that since I'm the most senior member of our team, Id like to
be involved with decisions that affect me and the team. And I'll be happy
to help you with any job-related questions you have. If youd like, I can
teach you what we do.” (compromise)

“Okay. I'd appreciate some help learning the job. And yes, I do see
where you're coming from. Going forward, I'll run things by you that I

know will affect you?”

Step 5: Agree on the Resolution

“Good. (resolution) I felt a little funny approaching you about this but I
know what it’s like being new, and I'm more than willing to help you learn
the job. (reconciliation) We'll tackle that however you want to handle
it”

Why This Works

Because Jack took a proactive, positive approach, Hailey was receptive
to his idea. She could see that Jack was sincere in his offer to teach her
and, before concluding their discussion, Hailey asked if Jack would
mind if she sat with him every day so that she could learn the job. Jack
soon earned Hailey’s trust, and because he was willing to help he dem-
onstrated that he was a leader. Two months later, Hailey’s father decided
to move her to another managerial position and offered Jack a promo-
tion to head the sales team. The moral of this story is that when you stay

positive in any situation, good things can happen.
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Something to Think About

If other teams are receiving additional training from their
bosses to help them do their jobs better, if their bosses hold
regular meetings to keep them informed, or if their bosses do
other things you wish your incompetent boss would do, speak
up. Mention to your boss that you heard another team re-
ceived some additional training and state that youd like to
receive the same training. If youd like your boss to hold more
meetings, ask for them. Tell your boss what youd like in spe-
cific terms. You'll not only increase the probability that you'll
receive what you ask for, you’ll help your boss develop valu-
able skills. Remember to always document your conversa-
tions. In the event that your requests fall on deaf ears and you
decide to take the next step by going above your boss’s head,

the documentation will strengthen your case.

Applying the Approach

Apply the following principles when dealing with an incompetent boss:

o Whether it’s a new hire or a seasoned veteran who's just plain inca-
pable of performing well, try to adapt to the situation by doing the
best job you can.

« Learn to look at the bright side of working for someone who's in-
competent: you'll become more independent and self-reliant. You're
developing an important skill set when you begin making decisions
rather than relying on your boss.

« No matter how you feel about your incompetent boss, never com-

plain about the situation.

» Look for teaching opportunities that will help your boss.
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« Show that you want to help. You'll gain your boss’s trust and are
likely to be treated more as a confidant than an employee.

« If your boss makes a poor decision that affects you, speak up, ex-
plain how the decision affects you, and politely suggest that youd

like to be included in making these types of decisions.

o There’s no guarantee that your boss will be open to that idea, but

you’'ll get your point across about how the decision affected you.

« Always focus on doing your best job no matter the circumstances

under which you work.

How to Deal with an Inconsistent Boss

Terri was never certain how her boss, Greg, was going to act toward her
and, once again, he proved how inconsistent he was. Yesterday he praised
Terri for doing a great job on a report she was working on. Then, this
morning, he stopped by her desk, looked at the report, and told her he was
displeased with the way she was putting it together. She opened her mouth
in amazement, thinking that nothing had changed with regard to her work
from yesterday to today, so how come the great work she did yesterday was
not so great today? She shook her head as Greg walked away.

Working for an inconsistent boss can wear on you. Inconsistent bosses
are unpredictable. You never know where you stand. One day he’s singing
your praises, the next hes berating you. They don't think before they
speak, because if they did theyd recognize how erratic their behavior is.
She may be in a good mood today, but look out tomorrow when her mood
heads south. This type of boss may be your best supporter or your biggest
detractor, depending on the time of day, the day of the week ... or what-
ever bolsters or bothers this boss. The problem is that you never know
how they’re going to treat you so you walk on eggshells all day every day.

And inconsistent bosses really don't realize they're this way.
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The best advice for working for an inconsistent boss is to develop a
thick skin and don't take anything they say personally. This type of boss
treats everyone this way. It’s not about you. It's about what mood they’re
in at the moment they cross your path. If you know your boss is hav-
ing a bad day, limit your communication, or ... if you can, steer clear
altogether. But this isn’'t to say that you should always accept the bad
behavior. If your boss praises your work and then criticizes you for the
same work, why not speak up? You now have a concrete example to
share with your boss. Explain how hearing two versions makes you con-
fused. You may or may not gain a better understanding as to why your
boss treats you this way, but you should be able to clearly define the
problem and offer a compromise that will lead to a resolution. But un-
derstand that the resolution may only be temporary or apply to this par-
ticular type of situation. Inconsistent bosses may not be inclined to
change their ways because they’re probably hard wired this way.

Terri decided to speak to Greg and let him know how perplexing his
behavior was. It was one thing that his moods changed with the wind. It was

another thing that he praised her work one day and criticized it the next.

Step 1: Think First

Terri thought about telling Greg that he was inconsistent, but she real-
ized this was the way he was and that, in all likelihood, he wasn’t capable
of changing. So she decided to speak to him specifically regarding his
comments about the report, hoping that by doing so he might have an

aha moment about how he came across.

Step 2: Gain a Better Understanding

When Greg walked over to her later that afternoon, Terri said: “Greg, I
wanted to ask you about your opinion on the report I've been working on
for you. Yesterday you complimented me on my work, yet this morning
you told me you weren't happy with the way I'm compiling it. Nothing has
changed with my work from yesterday to today. What you said confused me.
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Now I'm not sure how you feel about it.” (“I” phrase) Terrilooked directly at
Greg when she spoke, making sure she sounded assertive.

“I guess I was in a bad mood this morning,” he replied.

“Oh, I can see how that would affect the way you spoke to me,” Terri
offered. (understanding) She continued to make eye contact, glancing
away occasionally.

“Let me look at the report now;” Greg said.

“Sure” Terri handed him the paperwork.

Greg looked at the report and then said, “It looks fine.”

“Do you understand, though, how confusing it was to me when yes-
terday my work was good and this morning it wasn't?” Terri asked to
clarify.

“Yeah, I do,” he answered.

Step 3: Define the Problem

Terri defined the problem for Greg. “Hearing two different versions
about the quality of the report created a problem for me since I didn’t

know where I stood with you and I didn’t know how to proceed”

Step 4: Offer Your Best Solution

Terri continued: “Greg, you mentioned you were in a bad mood this
morning and that’s why you said you weren't happy with my work. Go-
ing forward, could I ask you not to comment on my work if you're in a bad
mood?” (compromise) Terri then smiled and chuckled to let Greg know
that she wasn't taking his negative comment too seriously.

“I'll try to remember that,” Greg said, smiling back at her. “I do un-

derstand how confusing I must have sounded.”

Step 5: Agree on the Resolution

“Thanks for acknowledging that” (resolution) Because Terri felt com-
fortable speaking to Greg, she joked: “I enjoy working for you, so just stay

away if you're going to harp on my work, okay?”
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They both laughed, and Terri was happy she spoke up because even
though she knew Greg was incapable of changing his personality, she

felt empowered.

Why This Works

Terri spoke up mainly to get what was bothering her off her chest. She
was confident that she was doing a good job on the report, and it both-
ered her that Greg had said one thing yesterday and another today.
She had worked for him for a while and had learned to work around
his unpredictable behaviors, but when he directly criticized her work
she decided to confront him. Because Terri spoke confidently, she was
able to make him understand how confusing his comments were. Then
she took a more lighthearted approach in asking Greg to refrain from
commenting on her work when he was in a bad mood. And, since
Terri’s comfort level with Greg was solid, she was able to end the con-
versation by joking with him. Terri wasn’t sure if he would take her
seriously so if the same situation happened again, she planned to speak
up immediately and ask him to tell her specifically what he was dis-

pleased with.

Something to Think About

If you work for an inconsistent boss, your best bet is to de-
velop a good relationship in which you’ll feel comfortable
addressing the inconsistencies. Your conflict resolution con-
versations will be more productive if youre able to speak
candidly, take a light-hearted approach and, as Terri did, joke
about the situation with your boss. But even if you don’t feel
comfortable joking around, getting on this type of boss’s

good side will definitely improve your outlook and attitude.
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Applying the Approach

Apply the following principles when dealing with an inconsistent boss:

« Don't take it personally! This type of boss is inconsistent with every-
one, from their employees to their peers to their bosses. It's not about
you.

 Just make sure that if your boss compliments you one day and criti-
cizes you the next, that the criticism isn’t warranted.

o Ifcriticism isn’t warranted, remind your boss that yesterday he com-
plimented you. Then ask him or her to tell you specifically what’s
wrong with your work.

« Ifthis type of behavior continues to occur, take your conversation a
step further and enter into a conflict resolution discussion with your
boss. Explain how the inconsistent behavior and comments are con-
fusing to you.

o Askyour boss if he or she understands why it’s confusing to you and,
then, define the problem you have with the inconsistent behavior.

» Offer a compromise and gain agreement.

« Understand, though, that your resolution will most likely only last a

short time. Your boss’s inconsistent behavior is apt to recur again.

How to Deal with a Micromanaging Boss

Erica groaned when she saw Dan, her boss, walk over to her desk. She
knew he had come to check on her progress on a bid she was completing for
a customer. Dan had seemed reticent when he asked her to create the bid
and that was because he didn’t trust any of his employees to do their work
without him hovering over them. Erica’s coworker made a humming noise
and whispered, “Here comes the helicopter again.” Erica smiled, but she

wished Dan would have confidence in her abilities.
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If you work for a micromanaging boss, then you know how irritating
it can be when he or she hovers over you, doesn’t trust that you know how
to do your job, or feels you need guidance on every assigned task. Micro-
managers scrutinize your every move, question your decisions, and give
unsolicited help. They don't like to delegate because they don't trust that
the work will get done to their expectations. When they do delegate, like
Dan, they spend their time looking over your shoulder. New managers
may be prone to micromanaging simply because of their lack of confi-
dence. They want to make sure theyre doing everything correctly and
that can translate into breathing down their employees” backs. Veteran
bosses may micromanage a new employee until they’re confident the em-
ployee is capable of performing well. Some bosses, however, microman-
age because they don't trust their employees’ abilities.

The danger in working for a micromanager is that you may stop
thinking for yourself, making decisions, or improving your skills.
When any of those things happen, you may stop caring about your
work. Don't allow yourself to fall into any of these traps because they’ll
hinder your development. You can learn to manage your microman-
aging boss, and that begins by building a trusting relationship. Show
your boss you know what youre doing. Make your contributions and
achievements known to him or her. Demonstrate that you’re reliable.
Communicate more. Ask for additional responsibility. Volunteer to
take on extra tasks. If all else fails, sit down and tell your boss how the
micromanaging affects you and your ability to complete your work
productively.

Erica came up with an idea that, handled properly, could alleviate

Dan’s need to micromanage and increase his trust in her.

Step 1: Think First

Her plan was to meet with Dan and tell him that she felt proud about her
expertise and ability to do her job. She would then define the problem
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she had with his hovering, discuss his lack of trust, and end the discus-

sion by asking him to assign her additional responsibilities.

Step 2: Gain a Better Understanding

“Dan, what I wanted to talk to you about is that every time you assign me
work, you don’t seem to trust that I'll do the job correctly. When you hover
over my shoulder asking me questions, it causes me to feel that you don’t
have confidence in me and that bothers me. It also makes me more deter-
mined to show you how capable I am of doing a great job.” (“I” phrase)

“Gee, Erica, I know that you're capable of doing a great job,” Dan
responded. “T just like to check up on things.”

“I didn’t think you were trying to upset me on purpose. (understand-
ing) But do you understand how that could make me feel that way?”
Erica asked.

Dan shrugged his shoulders. “I guess so.”

Erica asked: “Is there anything I've done or that I'm doing that makes
you feel you can't trust me to complete my work?”

Dan said: “No, you haven't”

Step 3: Define the Problem

“The main problem I have, as I mentioned, is that I don't feel you trust
me,” Erica explained. “When I get that feeling I know I'm less productive
because I'm focusing on why you don't trust me enough to allow me to
work independently. I'd like to discuss how I can gain your trust so that
you don't second guess everything I do”

“I do trust you,” Dan told her.

Step 4: Offer Your Best Solution
“Thank you. Then what Id like to ask is when you assign me a bid that you

allow me to work without coming over to check on me. I promise that if I
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run into a problem I'll let you know. I'll also review my work with you

when I'm done,” Erica offered. (compromise)

Step 5: Agree on the Resolution

Dan agreed. “T can do that”

“Awesome! (resolution) I'd also like to ask you if you'll consider as-
signing me one of the customers that you normally work on,” Erica said.
“I know how important these clients are and that’s why you haven't del-
egated them to us, but I feel certain that I can handle some of the more
difficult bids. And I promise to keep you in the loop while I complete
them?”

Dan took a deep breath, and replied: “I appreciate your confidence.
And I know that of all the employees, you could handle the more in-
volved bids. Yes, I'll agree to assign you one of them?”

“Dan, I'm so glad I talked to you about this. I really want you to trust
that I'm going to do my best for you,” Erica told him.” I really enjoy my job
and I look forward to handling some additional responsibilities.” (recon-

ciliation)

Why This Works

Erica didn’t appreciate Dan’s micromanaging ways, especially since she
knew how to do her job. She could have sounded off and told him to
back off but she decided that taking a proactive approach was going to
be more productive and beneficial. She explained how his hovering
made her feel and added that it also made her more determined to prove
to him that she was capable of doing the work. Erica asked him if shed
done something that caused him not to trust her and, when he said no,
she defined the problem. Erica offered a compromise that Dan let her to
finish her work without interfering, to which he agreed. She ended the
discussion by asking for additional responsibilities, assuring Dan that
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she was capable of handling more difficult bids and that shed keep him
in the loop.

Something to Think About

If you don’t feel comfortable talking to your boss, try to show
him or her how capable you are. Don’t wait for your boss to
hover over your shoulder or ask unnecessary questions. Take
a proactive approach by keeping your boss informed about
the work you're doing. When you do see him or her coming
toward you, speak up and provide an update. This should
help gain your boss’s trust that you're doing what you’re sup-

posed to be doing and may lessen the need to micromanage.

Applying the Approach

Apply the following principles when dealing with a micromanaging boss:

o If your boss micromanages your work, try to determine if there’s a
valid reason. Have you done something that caused your boss to
lose trust in you? Are you a new employee who hasn’t yet gained

your boss’s confidence?

« If you can think of a reason for your boss to feel the need to micro-
manage, work to gain his or her trust and confidence. It may take

some time but the need to micromanage should abate as trust builds.

« Ifyou can't think of a valid reason, try to show your boss that you're
doing the best job you can.

« Demonstrate that you're dependable.
« Keep your boss in the loop about the work you're doing.

»  Speak up about your achievements.
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« If you feel your boss will be receptive, ask to take on additional re-
sponsibilities.

« If those measures don't ease the micromanaging, then talk to your
boss. Explain how the behavior makes you feel.

« Askyour boss if you've done anything to cause that behavior.

o Define the problem you’re having with the micromanaging.

o Offer a compromise and work toward a resolution to which you

both can agree.

How to Deal with a Noncommunicative Boss

Steve and his team found out from another employee that their company
was merging with another company in three months. Though their jobs
wouldn’t be affected, they were miffed at Helen, their boss, for not letting
them know. This wasn't surprising to them, because Helen didn’t commu-
nicate much with any of them. Still, this news sent them over the top, espe-
cially since all the other teams had been informed by their managers dur-
ing meetings and Steve and his coworkers had to hear about it through the
grapevine.

A lack of communication may be caused by various reasons. Per-
haps your boss has no people skills. Perhaps, she’s shy or aloof and
doesn’t have the ability to interact well with others. Or, he might be con-
trolling or egotistical and doesn’t feel the need to connect with employ-
ees. Whatever the reason, noncommunicative bosses don’t keep their
employees in the loop to share important company news, provide prog-
ress reports, or just to find out how their day is going. Noncommunica-
tive managers don't provide feedback, don't explain decisions, and don’t
act on suggestions. They provide little direction and when they do del-
egate work they don't take the time to fully explain what they need. Your

noncommunicative boss may possess the technical skills to do the job,
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but doesn’t possess the ability to connect with people, so he or she relies
on a hands-off style of managing, which can leave you frustrated and
unhappy.

Working for a noncommunicative boss may be extremely challeng-
ing. Hearing details of what’s happening in your company from other
people makes you feel that your boss doesn't care enough to keep you
informed. When your boss doesn't provide feedback, frustration builds
because you feel that your contributions don’t matter. This perception
can destroy the creativity and enthusiasm of your entire team. However,
there is a solution. You can take positive measures to change the situa-
tion. This means that you’re going to teach your boss how to be a better
communicator. Begin by asking questions, lots of them. Engage your
boss in conversations. Ask what’s going on in the company. Ask your
boss how her day is going. Rather than acting on assumptions about
your contributions, speak up and ask your boss how you're doing. When
you're confused about an assignment, state very clearly what you need
to know. Taking positive measures such as these may help your boss
improve his interaction with you. But if you're in a situation like Steve,
in which your frustration level has gotten the best of you, it’s time to sit
down with your boss and discuss the situation.

Steve and his coworkers were so upset that they decided to meet with
Helen and tell her directly how they felt hearing such important news through
the grapevine. But when they were discussing what they were going to say to
her, the conversation heated up, so Steve volunteered to speak for the group.
They agreed that this would be the best way to handle the discussion.

Step 1: Think First

Steve took a huge step when he volunteered to be the spokesperson for
the group. He knew hed have to remain calm and objective during the
discussion. Because he was also upset, he knew this would be difficult.

He planned to focus on how Helen’s lack of communication affected the
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group. Steve gave careful thought to the dialogue. When he was confi-
dent that hed be able to speak assertively and stay composed, he told
Helen that the team would like to schedule a meeting to discuss the
news about the merger. Steve spoke in an upbeat manner, kept his facial
expressions neutral, and projected a confident demeanor, which he also

maintained throughout the meeting.

Step 2: Gain a Better Understanding

When they gathered in a conference room, Helen said, “Steve mentioned
that you wanted to know why I hadn't told you about the company merger.
The reason I didn’t say anything is that I know very little about it

Steve spoke up. “Hearing such important news through the grapevine
really bothered us. We felt that we should have heard it from you.” (“I”
phrase).

“As I said, there wasn’t much to tell, so I figured I'd wait until I had
more news, Helen reiterated.

But Steve wasn’t buying it. He knew Helen well enough to feel cer-
tain that even when more news was forthcoming she wouldn’t bother
sharing it with the team. He said, “We understand your point of view,
(understanding) but can you understand why were upset that we had
to hear such important news from other sources?”

“Well, I'm sorry. I guess I didn’t realize that it would upset you,”
Helen offered. “Here’s what I know...” She briefly explained what she
knew about the merger.

The team members nodded and listened respectfully as Helen re-
peated the news they had already heard through the grapevine. They
cleared up some questions about the information they had heard.

Step 3: Define the Problem

“Thanks, Helen. The problem we have is that we feel you should have

been the one to tell us the news rather than our coworkers,” Steve told
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her. Hearing anything through the grapevine is dangerous. As you could
tell by our questions, some of the information we heard wasn’t even
accurate.”

“I understand,” Helen responded.

Step 4: Offer Your Best Solution

Steve added: “What wed like is to have you keep us in the loop about the

merger.” (compromise)

Step 5: Agree on the Resolution

Helen said: “T'll be sure to do that”

Steve ended the discussion by saying: “We appreciate that you'll
keep us informed of any news. (resolution) What happens in our com-
pany matters a great deal to each of us, so thank you for understanding.”

(reconciliation)

Why This Works

Rather than addressing Helen’s general lack of communication, Steve
decided the best way to bring up the problem would be to focus on this
one instance. He remained upbeat and calm throughout the discussion,
while the rest of the team allowed him to handle the dialogue. He asked
if she understood why they were upset and, when Helen apologized and
told the team what she knew, Steve followed up by defining the problem.
Then he stated the compromise very clearly. When Helen agreed, he of-
fered phrases of resolution and reconciliation. Following the meeting,
Steve and his coworkers agreed to try to encourage Helen to communi-
cate better. Going forward, they planned to engage her more by asking
questions and discussing what was happening in the company as well as

in their team.
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Something to Think About

Don't wait for the straw to break the camel’s back, like Steve
and his team did. Take a proactive approach with a noncom-
municative boss by initiating conversations. Get to know
your boss. Ask questions. Ask for feedback. Speak up when
something bothers you. When you become more involved
and aware of good communication techniques, you’ll be-
come a better communicator. And becoming a better com-
municator is a lifelong learning process from which every-

one can benefit.

Applying the Approach

Apply the following principles when dealing with a noncommunicative

boss:

Rather than stewing or complaining, take a proactive approach. Try
to open up the communication block by talking more.

If your boss doesn’t keep you informed about company matters, ask
what’s going on.

If your boss doesn’t provide feedback, ask for it.

If your boss doesn’t hold regular meetings, ask for them.

If your boss assigns work to you, ask questions to make sure you
fully understand the expectations.

Take it one step at a time and hopefully you'll be able to teach your
boss how to communicate better. If nothing else, youll make your
needs known, as well as improve your own communication sKkills.
If all else fails, you’ll need to meet with your boss and explain the

problems caused by the lack of communication.
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Share specific examples, but don’t bombard your boss with too many.

You'll get your point across if you stick to one or two.

«  Offer a compromise and take joint responsibility for improving com-

munication.

« If, going forward, your boss falls back into old habits, gently remind

him or her about your agreement.

How to Deal with a Passive Boss

Corey listened to Kelly, his coworker, as she spoke rudely to a customer.
This was Kelly’s typical manner of speaking to customers. Although it
bugged Corey to have to constantly put up with her poor attitude, he was
most upset by the fact that their boss, Kate, allowed the bad behavior to
continue. Kate was more interested in being everyone’s friend than their
boss. Corey liked Kate but wished she would act more like a manager.
Like Kate, passive bosses want to be everyone’s friend. They’re like-
able people, but being likeable doesn’t necessarily translate into being a
good boss. Actually, this is one of the worst management styles you'll
encounter. These bosses allow others to make all decisions, avoid con-
flict at all costs, don’t set high expectations, make excuses for failures,
and provide ineffective feedback. As a result, disagreements and prob-
lems fester and grow. They don't feel comfortable providing corrective
or negative feedback, so they’ll speak in generalities. They don't provide
training, but assume their employees will bring each other up to speed.
They come across as aimless, disengaged people who are afraid to take
risks. Basically, these are hands-off managers and, when they do man-
age, they often resort to passive—aggressive measures, such as giving
someone a dirty look rather than talking about what’s bothering them

and constructively resolving the issue. They hope that their tacit mea-
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sures will communicate what theyre unable to say. Passive bosses are
ineffective bosses who, though amiable, will exasperate their employees,
particularly those who set high expectations for themselves.

The bottom line is that passive managers don’t want to come across
as controlling or micromanaging, so they manage through hope. They
hope everything will go right, that results will be satisfactory, and that
employees will do their jobs well. But, eventually, even employees who
do their jobs well are going to grow weary of managing for the manager.
If you work for a passive boss, try not to allow your frustration to get the
best of you or cause you to stop caring about your work. In spite of your
boss’s fear of managing, do your job to the best of your ability. Try to
help your boss improve his or her skills by speaking up and asking for
what you need. If you need additional training, ask for it. If youd like
more specific feedback, tell your boss how youd like to receive feedback.
If you want more hands-on management, state that. And, when another
employee continually does something wrong, talk to your boss and ex-
plain the consequences of allowing this behavior to continue.

Later that afternoon, Corey took a call from an irate customer who
had hung up on Kelly when she became condescending and offensive. Co-
rey did his best to calm the customer down, but after he hung up he de-
cided it was time to have a conversation with Kate. Hed spoken to Kelly in
the past, but she hadn’t changed her behavior, so he felt he had no choice
but to have Kate deal with it. Kate didn’t want to cause waves, but this was

one time when she was going to have to step up and deal with the problem.

Step 1: Think First

Corey took time to calm down before he confronted Kate. He thought
about how to get his point across and decided to focus on how irate the
customer was after speaking to Kelly. He planned to state clearly that this
behavior could no longer be tolerated. By allowing by Kelly to continue

being rude, customers would probably take their business elsewhere.
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Step 2: Gain a Better Understanding

Corey took the bull by the horns when he walked into Kate’s office.
“Kate, something’s been bothering me that I haven't said anything about,
but I cant sit idly by any longer”

“What's that, Corey?” Kate asked.

Corey sat down, looked directly at Kate and stated assertively: “I
know you must hear how Kelly speaks to her customers, yet you never
correct her. 'm wondering why you allow her to continue being rude to
them?”

Kate shifted uncomfortably. “T just talked to her the other day. I
didn’t realize she’s still being rude.”

“I didn’t realize youd spoken to her. I've spoken to her, too, but nothing
changed.” (understanding) Corey continued: “Can you understand how
upsetting it is to have to listen to her abuse her customers day after day?”
(“I” phrase)

“Oh, sure I can,” Kate responded. “I tried to be very nice when I

spoke to her, and I hoped shed change but evidently she hasn't”

Step 3: Define the Problem
Corey said: “Up until today, I didnt feel that I had the right to say any-

thing to you about it, but this afternoon I had to handle a customer who
was so upset she hung up on Kelly rather than continue to be treated
rudely. That's where I have a problem. I don’t feel I should have to handle
her customers after they’ve become irate”

“I agree. I'll talk to her again,” Kate told him.

Step 4: Offer Your Best Solution

Since Corey wasn't confident that Kate would effectively deal with Kelly,
he offered a compromise: “Since this situation involved me, I'll be happy

to be present when you speak to her. That way I can relate what happened
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with the customer and tell Kelly how much it bothered me. Then you can
take it from there and tell her how you expect her to treat customers.”
(compromise)

“Okay, that sounds good,” Kate said. “Let me call her in now.”

Step 5: Agree on the Resolution

“That would be great,” Corey replied. (resolution) “I'm sure that together

you and I can handle this to a positive conclusion.” (reconciliation)

Why This Works

Corey was very direct in the manner in which he spoke to Kate, which
let her know that he wasn't willing to put up with Kelly’s bad behavior
any longer. He made sure she understood how he felt and then defined
the problem he had when he handled Kelly’s customer. Because he had
no confidence in Kate’s ability to deal with the problem, he volunteered

to take part in resolving the problem and she readily agreed.

Something to Think About

Don't beat around the bush or tread lightly with a passive
boss. This type doesn’t want to deal with adversity of any sort,
so if you need your boss to deal with something, as Corey
did, state clearly and assertively what you need. Offer an ex-
ample of how youd like the situation to be handled, which
may give your boss some insight and direction. Or, like Corey,

volunteer to take part in solving the problem.

Applying the Approach
Apply the following principles when dealing with a passive boss:

« You may not feel it's your job to be your boss’s boss but you can help

change that. Encourage him or her to become more proactive.
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« Rather than sitting by and allowing problems to continue, state very

specifically what you need.

« Ifanother employee does something that affects your work, talk to
your boss. Speak assertively, say what happened, and explain how it

affected you.
« Ifyour boss is likely to say something to pacify you rather than face

the problem, don’t accept the boss’s response unless you're confident

he or she will follow through.
« It may be in your best interest to offer to help, as Corey did.

« Stay involved, and continue to speak up about what you need.

How to Deal with a Reactive Boss

Valerie was busy completing a customer order when Denise, her boss,
walked over to the team and said, “Hey everyone, I need you to stop what
you're doing. I just got word that our VP is going to drop by our office this
afternoon. I want each of you to start working on your quarterly reports.
When Ms. Barrett comes in, I want her to see that we're on top of things.”
Denise thought that was a ridiculous request since the quarter wasn’t over
and the report wasn’t even due in the VP5 office until a week after the
quarter closed. She was about to say something but knowing how reactive
Denise was, she put her order aside and began to compile her report. Still,
she wondered why that was necessary. Wasn't it more important that she
work on customer orders that were due now rather than to begin a report
that she couldn’t complete?

Some bosses just don’t think things through. Rather than being pro-
active, they react to outside stimuli without employing critical thinking
skills. Rather than having contingency plans in place, they jump on is-
sues before analyzing the consequences. When an emergency situation
occurs, they immediately move into crisis mode. These types are usually

highly emotional, easily frustrated, and may become volatile when in-
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cited. They're like sticks of dynamite, easily set offt. When something
upsets them, they may resort to inappropriate behaviors, such as yelling,
slamming things down, or even acting like a toddler having a temper
tantrum.

Working for a boss who is reactive can be tiresome, especially if
you’re a calm and controlled person. These bosses promote a disruptive
environment within their work groups. To them, everything is a catas-
trophe or a potential disaster waiting to happen. When your boss reacts
to every outside stimulus before thinking through the situation, he or
she wants to take you along for the ride. Try not to hop on or you'll get
caught up in the chaos. Employees may grow weary trying to calm a
reactive boss and will go overboard trying to fix a problem just to pac-
ify him or her. Learning what triggers the overreaction will enable you
to help your boss. Talk to him about creating a contingency plan to
offset those types of circumstances. Most likely, your entire team is af-
fected by your reactive boss, so if she continuously makes your work
life miserable, it may be in your best interest to speak up as a group.
Give specific examples of reactive responses and the effect they had on
your team. Provide a clear definition of the problem and offer practical
solutions.

Valerie and her coworkers grumbled as they began working on the
quarterly reports. “This doesn’t even make sense. We don’t have the end of
month results, so how is this going to impress Ms. Barrett?” “Don’t you
think it would impress her more if she saw us doing our jobs?” “Once again
Denise jumped without thinking.” They agreed that Denise’s kneejerk reac-
tions were wearing on them. Just last week she overreacted when two em-
ployees called in sick, making the rest of the team take on all of their work
rather than analyzing what actually needed to be done. Valerie said, “I
think it’s time we talked to her. Making us jump through unnecessary
hoops is ridiculous. I'll do the talking as long as all of you back me up.” The
group agreed, and together they walked into Denise’s office.
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Step 1: Think First

Valerie did some quick thinking as they walked. She wanted to present
herself as calm, controlled, and respectful when she made the point that
working on the quarterly reports when they had customers’ orders to
complete didn't make any sense. She also quickly came up with a com-

promise she hoped Denise would accept.

Step 2: Gain a Better Understanding

“Denise, we wanted to talk to you about the quarterly reports you asked us
to start working on for Ms. Barrett,” Valerie spoke confidently, matching
her facial expressions and demeanor to the manner in which she spoke.

“Sure, what’s up?” Denise looked surprised to see all five of her em-
ployees in her office.

“Wed like to know if this was something Ms. Barrett requested us to
do,” Valerie queried.

Denise answered: “Well, no. It was my idea. I want her to see what a
well-oiled machine we are”

Valerie spoke thoughtfully. “Do you think that’s necessary when we
all have customer orders to complete? If we put those aside to start our
reports we may have some unhappy customers. Shouldn’t they take pre-
cedence over a report that we can’t even complete at this time?”

“I didn’t realize you all had completion dates looming,” Denise said.

Step 3: Define the Problem

“We do, and it’s causing a problem. When you asked us to drop what we're
working on to start the reports that aren’t due yet we felt frustrated,” Val-
erie said. (“I” phrase) “I mean, we do understand that you want our
team to look good, but if that means upsetting customers how good will we
look to them?” (understanding)

“Not very,” Denise pondered.
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Step 4: Offer Your Best Solution

Valerie continued: “Sometimes we feel that you react to whatever is hap-
pening at the moment and that causes a lot of frustration for us. (“I”
phrase”) Do you think that before you ask us to drop whatever we're doing
you could first discuss the situation with us? Then we can all put our heads
together and give you additional input that will help you decide the best
course of action. Had you known we had customer orders we wouldn’t be
here talking to you.” (compromise)

“I'm sorry, guys. I know that sometimes I fly oft the handle. I'll try
not to do that in the future. I think your suggestion that we talk about

issues is valid” Denise seemed genuinely sorry.

Step 5: Agree on the Resolution

“We appreciate that. (resolution) We all want to do our best for you but
also for our customers.” (reconciliation) Valerie felt proud of the manner
in which she handled the conversation.

“I know you do,” Denise responded.

“And about starting the quarterly reports, do you still want us to
start those or should we complete our customer orders?” Valerie asked.

“No, get your orders done first,” Denise told her. “Then if you're

able, start working on the reports.”

Why This Works

Even though Denise looked a little blindsided when the entire work
group showed up in her office, having Valerie be the spokesperson
helped keep the conversation positive and productive. Valerie was care-
ful in the way in which she spoke, first asking questions to help Denise
understand that her request was not practical. Then, she defined the

problem, both in this instance and in general. She offered a compromise
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that was constructive. Denise took responsibility for overreacting and
agreed to the compromise. Going forward, the group agreed that next
time she jumped without thinking, theyd respectfully remind her of their

agreement to discuss the matter.

Something to Think About

Just because your boss is reactive doesn’t mean you have to
emulate that characteristic. It may be easier for you to com-
ply than to take the time to discuss alternatives, but if you
fall into the habit of continually jumping at your boss’s ev-
ery whim, you’ll likely become frustrated. When that hap-
pens, you're going to stop enjoying your work and your at-
titude is going to change. So be proactive. Talk to your boss
about how the constant overreactions are making it diffi-
cult for you to complete your job in an efficient and effec-

tive manner.

Applying the Approach

Apply the following principles when dealing with a reactive boss:

« Don't allow yourself to be pulled onto the wild ride that they can
take you on.

« If it only happens occasionally and you're able to comply without
jeopardizing your work, just take a deep breath and don’t allow your
anxiety to get the best of you.

« Don't get in the habit of constantly mollifying a boss who consis-
tently displays a kneejerk response.

« Ifyou can figure out what triggers your boss’s overreaction, come up

with a contingency plan for that scenario and present it to him or
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her. Show that you want to be part of the solution, and your boss is
apt to listen to you.
«  When you tell your boss how the reactiveness affects you, it shouldn’t
be too difficult to get him or her to understand your point of view.
« Reactive bosses probably realize they’re this way and are likely to be
open to your compromise about working together to come up with

the best solutions.

How to Deal with an Unethical Boss

Brittany worked in the billing department handling past due accounts.
She had just hung up from a customer call when Zach, her boss, walked
to her cubicle in a panic. “Hey Brit, I need your help for the audit tomor-
row. I just found out that Chris is way behind in calling his past due
customers. Here’s a list of his accounts. I need you to make notes on all
these that we've tried calling the customers. Just make up different dates
so it doesn’t look obvious.” Brittany felt uncomfortable doing what
amounted to cheating for the audit. She took the list from Zach without
saying anything, even though she felt that what he asked her to do was
unethical.

It can be extremely uncomfortable when your boss asks you to do
something that goes against your judgment. You know right from wrong
and wonder why your boss doesn’t appear to have the same morals and
high standards. Unethical bosses disregard company policy. They feel
that rules apply to everyone else and find nothing wrong with bending
the rules to suit their needs. They may lie and cheat their way to success.
Theyre masters at distorting the truth. And, their unethical behavior
may extend into unlawful conduct through padding expense vouchers,
taking home supplies, or taking unauthorized time off, all of which

amount to stealing from the company.
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So what do you do when you work for an unethical boss? You like
your job. You may even like your boss. You just don’t like his lack of ethics.
Working for an unethical boss can be particularly tough, especially if
you're forced to comply or sit idly by knowing that what your boss is do-
ing is wrong. You quickly lose trust in the person for whom you work.
When that happens, it’s difficult for you to feel good about your job. If
your boss is doing something unethical and it doesn't affect you, you’ll
have to decide whether to ignore it or go to a higher authority. This is al-
ways a tough call because going above your boss’s head may have negative
consequences for you. It may be best to ask someone you trust for advice.

But if the unethical behavior does affect you and your boss asks you
to do something you know is wrong, say no. Explain why you're not able
to comply. If your boss doesn’t ask, but demands that you do something
you know is wrong and you're forced to comply, voice your opposition to
your boss. Speak calmly and address your concerns. Give your boss a
chance to do the right thing. If she still demands you to complete the
task, state your opposition in writing. Email your boss and explain why
you're uncomfortable performing the task that your boss is requiring you
to do. Putting it in writing may serve two purposes: youre protecting
yourself and you may make your boss think twice before involving you.
When you work for an unethical boss, you have to think of yourself first
to avoid negative outcomes. Document every conversation and print any
emails or other written material that will back up your claim should you
decide to go to a higher authority if the unethical behavior continues.

After thinking about what Zach asked her to do, Brittany decided to
tell him that she wasn’t comfortable noting accounts just to get a better
rating on the audit when she knew the customers hadn’t been called. She
knew that Zach had no problem with bending the rules to make himself
look good and that was one thing. Involving her was another thing alto-

gether, and she didn’t want to jeopardize her career for Zach.
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Step 1: Think First

Brittany knew shed have to confront Zach directly and express her con-
cerns. She hoped that by explaining herself hed understand and make
the right decision not to make the notes on the accounts. Brittany knew
that shed have to present herself as strong and unwavering. Otherwise,

she wouldn’t get her point across.

Step 2: Gain a Better Understanding

She spoke to him in his office, where they could discuss the matter pri-
vately. “Zach, I don’t feel comfortable that you asked me to note Chris’s ac-
counts. (“I” phrase) I can understand why you thought about doing that so
we look good on the audit. (understanding) I just don't feel I should be
asked to make the notes when the customers haven't been called”

“It’s no big deal. I asked you because you're the best employee I have,
and I know you’ll get it done for me.” Zach didn’t seem fazed about her
discomfort.

Brittany said: “Thanks for the compliment. But do you understand
why I'm not comfortable doing that?”

“Not really;” Zach said.

“Let’s say that I make the notes on the accounts when I know Chris
hasn’t made the calls. Then let’s say that the auditor finds out that I was
the one who did that” Brittany looked directly at Zach when she said
that, holding her head high and keeping a serious and concerned facial
expression.

“No one’s going to find out,” Zach countered.

Step 3: Define the Problem
Brittany laid it out for him. “Here’s the problem I have. Let’s say that

someone does find out. It may be a remote possibility, but it’s still a pos-
sibility. Zach, I could get fired for doing that, and I'm not willing to take
that chance.” (“I” phrase)
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“No you won't get fired,” Zach told her. “If anything happens I'll
stick up for you.”

Step 4: Offer Your Best Solution

Brittany didn’t back down. She presented a strong compromise. “Zach, I
do not want to do this. If you're asking me, then I'm going to point blank
say no. My suggestion is to have Chris make the calls to these customers
and note the accounts accordingly” (compromise)

“There’s no way he’ll be able to get to all of them,” Zach answered.

“How about this?” Brittany asked. “I'll make time this afternoon to
help him call his customers.” (compromise)

“All right. I'll have Chris start calling right now, and I'll give you the
uncompleted list this afternoon,” Zach said. “But we need to get them all
called”

Step 5: Agree on the Resolution

“We will,” Brittany assured him. (resolution) “Zach, you know Id do al-
most anything for you, but not something I consider to be wrong. I'm glad

you understand.” (reconciliation)

Why This Works

Brittany could have noted the account records when Zach asked, but
doing so would have made her his partner in crime. Because she stood
up for herself, Brittany was able to get him to agree to her compromise.
Brittany knew she was taking a risk when commenting about his asking
her to note the accounts because he could have responded by ordering
her to comply. In that event, she was prepared to send him an email
documenting their conversation and reiterating that she felt it was
wrong. She was pleased that he backed down and also pleased that their

conversation ended on a positive note.
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Something to Think About

If you work for a company that doesn’t value ethical behav-
ior, it may be in your best interest to move on. When your
morals are completely different from those of the company
for which you work, you’ll be miserable. So, do yourself a
favor and start looking for other employment with a com-

pany whose ideals align with yours.

Applying the Approach

Apply the following principles when dealing with an unethical boss:

If you're aware of your boss’s lack of ethics but what he or she is do-
ing doesn’t affect you, think before deciding how to proceed.

If you decide to ignore it, stay away from your boss as much as
possible. You don’t want to give others the impression that you as-
sociate with or support this person. Just do your job to the best of
your ability.

If you decide to take it to a higher authority, make sure you have
good documentation.

If your boss directly involves you by asking you to do something

you know is unethical, say no.

Explain why you’re not able to perform the task.

If your boss doesn’t give you a choice, confront him or her and state
clearly why you don't feel comfortable.

If your boss doesn’t back down, send an email documenting your
conversation. In essence, you want to state specifically what your
boss has ordered you to do and why you disagree.

This may cover you in the event that someone else finds out. Of

course, you may have some explaining to do as to why you didn't
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report the incident but you should be able to defend yourself against
that claim. After all, if youre ordered to complete a task, you really

don’t have much choice but to comply.

Always document every conversation, print any written emails or
other material that will back up your claim, and keep your file in a

safe place.
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Powerful Phrases for
Situations You Cause

hen someone causes a problem for you, choosing power-

ful phrases and sending appropriate nonverbal messages

will help you communicate in a constructive manner, no
matter the depth of the problem or the person involved. It will take time
to build your confidence, but don’t underestimate your ability to handle
conflict. If you work through the five steps to effective conflict resolu-
tion presented in Chapter 3, even if awkwardly at first, you'll reinforce
your skills. When you see successful outcomes, you'll gain confidence in
your ability to resolve any problem.

But what happens when you’re the cause of a problem? What hap-
pens when you offend someone or stick your foot in your mouth and say
something inappropriate? If youre aware that you caused a problem,
don’t ignore it. Take the initiative and head the other person off at the
pass before he or she confronts you. Think about what you said and how
it may have affected the other person. Decide what you want to say to
make amends.

When you speak to the person, the first words out of your mouth

should always be a phrase of apology, followed by a definition of the

207
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problem: “I'm so sorry I said derogatory things about your proposal dur-
ing our meeting.” (apology) If you feel it's warranted, offer an explana-
tion: “Honestly, I didn’t realize how it sounded until the words flew out of
my mouth. Then, I was too mortified to say anything else.” (“I” phrase)
It’s likely that the other person has the same interpretation as you, so
rather than ask questions to gain a better understanding, reiterate your
definition of the problem, showing empathy: “The problem is that I didn’t
think before I blurted that out, and I understand if you're upset or angry
with me.” (understanding) Now give the other person a chance to re-
spond. He might say: “Oh, it didn’t bother me at all.” Or she might reply:
“You're darn right. I was angry” Either way, offer a compromise: “Going
forward, I promise that I'll do my best to think before I open my mouth.”
(compromise) End the conversation with phrases of resolution and rec-
onciliation: “Thanks for being so nice about this. (resolution) I want to
keep our working relationship strong.” (reconciliation) That’s all there is
to it. When you take the bull by the horns and own up to making a mis-
take, the response is likely to be positive, the conversation is likely to be
quick, and you’ll keep all your working relationships strong.

There will be times, though, when something you've said or done
bothers another person ... and you aren’t even aware of it. If the person
is skilled in effectively dealing with conflict, your conversation will be
resolved by moving through the steps. But what happens when the other
person isn't skilled in conflict resolution? In that event, he or she may
speak in generalities or resort to passive—aggressive measures, such as
ignoring you or giving you an angry look, in which case you’re going to
have to discern what the problem is. Or, the person might directly con-
front you in an accusatory tone, yell at you, say something hurtful, or
attack your character. The point of these personal attacks is to make you
feel bad and put you in your place. And, that’s usually the result.

When that happens, you’ll have difficulty maintaining your compo-

sure. Let’s face it: We enjoy being on the receiving end of compliments,

American Management Association / www.amanet.org


www.amanet.org

Powerful Phrases for Situations You Cause 209

but we don't enjoy being on the receiving end of criticisms, especially
when they’re delivered in a spiteful, mean-spirited manner. You may
find negative feedback tough to swallow, but you can benefit from it if
you take the time to listen, assess it, decide whether it’s valid and, if it is,
use the feedback as a catalyst for change.

So how do you respond to someone who angrily or emotionally
blames you for something? Take a step back, rein in your emotions, and
inhale deeply. Think about the feedback with an open mind. Look at the
situation from the other person’s perspective. Put aside your pride. Take
the words to heart. Whether the feedback is valid, you upset this person
and you're going to have to resolve the conflict to move forward. Follow
the five steps, and you'll be able to turn the conversation around, resolve

the issue, and move on.

Resolving Conflict: The Wrong Way

Jodie worked as a reporter for a local newspaper and was editing an ar-
ticle she had written when Ted, her coworker, walked into her cubicle.
Catching her oft guard, he angrily lashed out: “You always ignore me
when I ask you questions or try to talk to you. I don't understand why
you do that to me, and I'm really sick of it. I don’t deserve to be treated
this way, and it makes you look like you think you're better than me. It’s
rude”

He glared at Jodie, who was aghast at what he said. She prided her-
self on getting along with her coworkers and on being helpful and sup-
portive toward all of her colleagues, including Ted. She was so appalled
she shot back: “I don’t know what you're talking about, and I certainly
don't appreciate what you're saying. I don't always ignore you. If I don’t
answer your questions maybe it's because you ask stupid ones that don’t
warrant answers. Did you ever think of that? And, by the way, I'm not

rude. I get along with everyone. Everyone else, that is.”
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Ted spoke brusquely: “Oh, you think so! Well I beg to differ with
you. And I'm sorry if you think I ask stupid questions. Maybe if you got
off your high horse once in a while youd be nicer to people. And yes.
You are rude!” He didn’t wait for an answer, but rather stomped off, leav-

ing Jodie stewing about his nerve speaking to her as he did.

Why This Doesn’t Work

When Ted confronted Jodie in an antagonistic manner, she immediately
became defensive and aggressively defended herself, rather than taking
time to recover, regroup, and think how to best respond. That wouldn't
have taken long to do, but she spoke without thinking and, by doing so,
she spoke to him as he had spoken to her, lashing out angrily. Until now,
Jodie had always prided herself on being able to get along with her co-
workers. She felt she communicated well with them and was able to re-
solve any problem effectively. But this was different, she convinced her-
self. This was a direct attack on her character, and she had the right to
defend herself. Jodie concluded that Ted caught her off guard and, as a
result, she didn’t have time to prepare herself to have a constructive con-
versation. She tried to convince herself that she had a right to speak to
him as he spoke to her, yet she regretted losing control.

Later, after thinking about what he said, Jodie admitted to herself
that on occasion she had pretended that she didn’t hear him. But that
was because he asked her questions without noticing that she was at a
crucial point in her writing. When she was so involved with what she
was working on, redirecting her attention to answer his question
would have caused her to lose her concentration. So, at times, she pre-
tended not to hear. She wanted to explain that to Ted but she was still
angry with the manner in which he blasted her—and embarrassed that

she lost her composure—so she ignored him the rest of the day. The
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next day they were cool to each other. As time went on, Jodie kept re-
playing what Ted said and, every time she did, shed remind herself
that she had a right to feel angry. Consequently, their working rela-

tionship was strained.

Step 1: Think First

You know that before responding to any statement or question you
should always think first and choose your words wisely, but that isn’t
always easy to do when someone confronts you with negative feedback.
It may be nearly impossible when that person also attacks your charac-
ter because you become emotional and feel hurt or angry. Your likely
response, like Jodie’s, is to stick up for yourself. You want to immediately
counteract the accusation, but the problem with sticking up for yourself
without thinking first is that youre going to react defensively. When you
lose control, you're apt to continue down that path, saying things that
you'll later regret. And, when you do that, it’s going to be nearly impos-
sible to recover and enter into a productive conflict resolution dialogue.
Anger and resentment usually accompany defensiveness, and you’ll be
more likely to focus on those emotions than to think logically. But
thinking logically is what you must train your mind to do when some-
one confronts you, especially in a poor manner.

So, take a moment to recover from the onslaught of words. Pause
before you respond. Bite your tongue if necessary. Calm your thoughts
and compose yourself. Focus on listening carefully without interrupt-
ing. Your gut reaction will be to interrupt, explain, or disagree. Don't.
No matter the means in which the message is conveyed to you, listen
attentively. Understand that the person giving you feedback may not
have learned the components of effectively resolving conflicts, so always

allow the person to finish without interrupting.
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As you're listening, maintain a neutral or concerned facial expres-
sion. Listen actively by maintaining eye contact, but don’t overreact by
raising your eyebrows, opening your mouth, or clenching your teeth.
Breathe deeply to help you maintain your composure. Keep your body
language relaxed and refrain from crossing your arms in front of you or
tensing up.

No matter how much you might want to, don’t respond. And don’t
allow yourself to become defensive. Take a moment to process what the
person is telling you. If, like Ted, the person uses the words “always” or
“never,” ignore those words because they’re usually voiced in anger or
frustration. Ask yourself what the person is really telling you. Quickly
assess whether the feedback is valid. Whatever you decide, the other
person has a problem, so you’ll need to resolve the issue. Think how best
to respond, then continue the dialogue using the five-step process to

reach an agreement.

Key Points
Practice the following to help you think first:

« Focus on listening carefully without interrupting. Allow the person
to get it all out.

o When you're listening, don’t react. Keep your facial expressions
neutral, and don’'t show anger or shock. Keep your demeanor relaxed,
and refrain from crossing your arms or tensing your body.

« Don't become defensive.

« Stay calm and composed, as this will help you process the informa-
tion logically.

» Pause before responding.

» Always think before you speak. Assess the feedback and plan your
response.

» Decide how to respond, focusing on following the five-step process.
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Taking Time to Think About a Conflict

Jodie worked as a reporter for a local newspaper and was editing an article
she had written when Ted, her coworker, walked into her cubicle. Catch-
ing her off guard, he angrily lashed out: “You always ignore me when I ask
you questions or try to talk to you. I don’t understand why you do that to
me, and I'm really sick of it. I don’t deserve to be treated this way, and it
makes you look like you think you're better than me. Its rude.”

He glared at Jodie, who was aghast at what he said. Her immediate
thought was to defend herself against his accusation, especially when he
said she always ignored him because she knew that wasn't true. Just as
she felt her own anger bubbling up, Jodie composed herself. She didn't
respond, and she didn’t react. Rather, she projected a concerned facial
expression and placed her hands in her lap when he was speaking. She
calmed her racing thoughts by breathing deeply and slowly as she pro-
cessed the negative feedback. She knew that Ted was partially correct;
on occasion, she had ignored him. However, she only did that when
switching gears to answer him would have caused her to lose her train of
thought. She thought about how to respond in a constructive manner so

that they could resolve the conflict effectively.

Step 2: Gain a Better Understanding

It doesn’'t matter how the message was delivered or whether you agree.
You listened carefully, processed the message, and thought about how
you want to proceed with the dialogue. Say something positive to put
the other person at ease: “I appreciate that you let me know about this.
Let’s talk about it.” (compromise) Or “Thank you for sharing that with
me. Id like to discuss it further” (compromise) Keep in mind that even if
you don't agree with the feedback, something you said or did prompted

the criticism. Delving further and making sure you understand where
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the person is coming from will help you know what initiated the feed-
back and how to proceed.

Not only do you want to gain a better understanding of the problem,
it’s important to make sure that you both have the same understanding.
You'll want to know what the key issue is, so you'll likely have to wade
through the emotional words that are tied to the core message. Ask
open-ended questions to gather more information: “Can you give me
some examples of when this happened?” Ask closed-ended questions to
clarify information: “Are you saying that during our meeting yesterday I
interrupted you when you were speaking?” It's important that you clear
up any confusion or misinterpretation before proceeding to define the
problem.

It’s also important to remain objective when asking or answering
questions. This isn’t the time to defend or rationalize what prompted the
negative feedback. When you feel that you both have the same under-
standing, offer a phrase of apology if you feel that will help: “I'm really
sorry that you had to come to me about this.” (apology) When you offer
an apology in that manner, you aren't necessarily taking responsibility
for causing the problem. Rather youre merely sharing your regret for
whatever prompted the conversation. Then offer a phrase of under-
standing: “I'd be upset, too, if I felt as you do.” (understanding)

Pay attention to the nonverbal message you're sending, as well as the
one you're receiving. Keep your facial expressions and body language
relaxed and neutral. Make eye contact and nod to show that you under-
stand what the other person is saying. Watch for signs that the other
person is calming down or is still emotional. By projecting a calm, com-
posed demeanor you’ll help the other person calm down as well.

You should now be prepared to define the problem, but if you need
more time to process the feedback say so: “Id like to think about it and

get back to you later today” Make sure that you do get back to the person
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when you say you will; otherwise he or she is likely to become even an-
grier. But it’s certainly okay to delay the conversation if you need time to
think about the situation, especially when someone catches you off

guard and you're ill prepared to continue the dialogue.

Key Points

Practice the following when gaining a better understanding:

+ Tell the person you appreciate the feedback, no matter how it was

delivered.
» Askopen-ended questions if you need to gather more information.

o Ask closed-ended questions to clarify the information and clear up

misunderstandings.
« Remain objective when asking and answering questions.

« Before you attempt to define the problem, offer a phrase of apology
if you feel it's warranted. Saying something like: “I'm sorry this hap-
pened,” (apology) doesn’t mean you're taking the blame for the prob-
lem. Rather, it shows that you regret the problem.

+ If you need time to think about the best way to respond, say so. Tell
the person youd like to think about it and discuss it later.

Gaining a Better Understanding of the Situation

Jodie smiled and showed concern in her facial expression when she said:
“Ted, I appreciate what you're saying, and I'm glad you came to me about
this so that we can discuss what’s going on.” compromise)

Ted seemed to relax a bit.

Jodie had already acknowledged to herself that on occasion she had
ignored Ted, so she asked a clarifying question: “Are you saying that I

always ignore you when you ask a question?”
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Ted admitted: “Well, not always. But a lot of the time, yes, you do
ignore me. I know you have to hear me, but you act like you don’t”

Jodie nodded thoughtfully. “I'm really sorry that you had to come to
me about this. Id be upset, too, if I thought someone was ignoring me.”
(apology, understanding) She was pleased to observe that Ted smiled
and visibly calmed down.

Jodie felt prepared to continue the conversation, so she added: “Why
don’t you sit down? I'm sure that by talking through this, we’ll be able to

resolve the issue.” (compromise)

Step 3: Define the Problem

When you feel that you and the other person are on the same page and
have cleared up any misunderstandings, you can define the problem.
This will be handled a little differently when someone has confronted
you than when you confront someone else. When someone’s come to
you about something you said or did, it's important to define the prob-
lem from both perspectives: “Here’s how you view it ... and here’s how
I view it” By defining both sides of the issue, you put yourself on a level
playing field. You can then work through the issue to a satisfactory
agreement.

First, reiterate the other person’s concerns, as you define the prob-
lem from his or her point of view: “T understand you feel that on occa-
sion I interrupt you during meetings.” (understanding) Gain agree-
ment: “Is that correct?” Then state your point of view: “After thinking
about it, you’re right. I have interrupted you on occasion.” Next, pro-
vide your supporting reasons: “But here’s why....” State your reasons as
an “I” phrase to show how you feel: “We have a time commitment dur-
ing our meetings, and I get perturbed when you take too much time and

I don’t get to speak.” (“I” phrase) If you don't agree with the claim, de-
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fine the problem from your point of view and offer a phrase of compro-
mise: “I have never intentionally interrupted you, but let’s talk about it.”
(compromise)

Speak respectfully as you define the problem, as that will pave the
way for an open discussion that will lead to an agreeable resolution. Show
concern in your facial expression. Don't become emotional, but rather

maintain a neutral tone of voice and keep a relaxed demeanor.

Key Points

Practice the following when defining the problem:

o Recap the other persons concerns: “I understand that you feel
that...” This defines and clarifies the problem from the other per-
son’s viewpoint.

+ Define the problem from your vantage point.

« If, after assessing the feedback as correct, state an agreement: “After

thinking about it, I agree with you.”

» Ifyouagree, but want to provide additional information, say: “Here’s

the reason why”

o If, after assessing the feedback as incorrect, state your view: “I ap-

preciate what you're saying, but I have to disagree.”
o  Offer a phrase of compromise: “Let’s talk about it.”

« Maintain concern in your facial expression, and speak slowly and

calmly.

Defining the Problem to Clarify the Points of View

Jodie stated: “I understand you feel that at times I've ignored you when
you asked me a question, correct?” (understanding)
Ted nodded.
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Jodie continued, speaking in a calm voice and maintaining a con-
cerned facial expression: “After thinking about it, I have to agree with
you. At times I have ignored you. But here’s why. When I'm in the mid-
dle of writing an article I have to get my thoughts down as they come to
me, otherwise I'll lose them. When you've asked me a question at that
moment, I've kept typing rather than take the chance of losing my
thought because I can assure you, once it’s gone it’s gone for good. And
when that happens, I become frustrated.” She smiled. (“I” phrase)

Ted said: “Oh, that’s happened to me too”

“If that's happened to you, then you can understand my frustration.”
(understanding)

“I can”

Step 4: Offer Your Best Solution

When you define the problem from both vantage points and show re-
spect for the other person’s point of view, you create a dialogue in which
the other person should be open to hearing your proposed solution. As
soon as you agree on the definition of the problem, don’t belabor or re-
hash the point. Be prepared to offer your best solution. Or, if the other
person offers a solution first, quickly analyze it and either agree to it or
offer a compromise.

Remain flexible during the give-and-take exchange, especially if you
strongly disagree on the best solution. Don't allow the discussion to
sidetrack or backtrack. Work through any differences by showing that
youre willing to cooperate, because cooperation lends itself to collabo-
ration. If the discussion stalls, suggest that you each restate your best
solution and together analyze the consequences of each. If worse comes
to worse, you may have to agree to disagree and put the issue to rest,
particularly if the other person isn’'t willing or able to cooperate or un-

derstand your position on the issue.
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Key Points

Practice the following when offering your best solution:

As soon as you agree on the definition of the problem, offer your

best solution.

In the event that the other person offers a solution first, quickly ana-
lyze it.

If you agree to it, say so. Otherwise, offer a compromise.

Remain flexible while negotiating the resolution.

Show that you’re willing to cooperate by discussing alternatives to

the proposed solution.

Stay on track with the discussion. If the conversation begins to
backtrack, bring it back to solving the problem. You already agreed
on the definition so there is no need to rehash that part of the

dialogue.

If youre not able to resolve the issue, you may have to agree to dis-

agree.

Offering Your Best Solution to the Problem

Ted suggested: “I'm sorry. From now on I won't ask you any questions

when I see that you're typing.”

Jodie quickly thought about his proposed solution and said: “No, I

don’t want you to do that. How about this? If you come in and I'm typing,

wait for me to get my thought down. And if I'm too involved to help, Ill

give you a sign to let you know it isn’t a good time. Does that sound okay

to you?” (compromise)

Ted said: “That works for me”

American Management Association / www.amanet.org


www.amanet.org

220 POWERFUL PHRASES FOR DEALING WITH DIFFICULT PEOPLE

Step 5: Agree on the Resolution

When you agree to the proposed solution, offer a phrase of resolution.
You might say: “Great. I'm glad we worked this out.” (resolution) There
will be times when you’re not going to agree, but you can still offer a
phrase of resolution: “I'm sorry we aren’t able to agree on this, but I'm still
glad we talked it out. Lets respect each other’s opinion, and let it go at
that” (resolution)

After offering a phrase of resolution, end your discussion by
offering a phrase of reconciliation: “I enjoy working with you and
wouldn’t want any misunderstandings to come between us.” (reconcili-
ation) In the event you're unable to come to an agreement, end the
discussion by offering an alternate phrase of reconciliation: “I'm sorry
we can’t come together on this. (resolution) I value our working rela-
tionship and hope that we can move forward and put this issue to rest.”

(reconciliation)

Key Points

Practice the following when agreeing on the resolution:

« After you agree on the solution, offer a phrase of resolution.
« Follow that with a phrase of reconciliation.

« If you were unable to agree, offer a phrase of resolution suggesting

that you agree to disagree and let go of the issue.

« Follow with a phrase of reconciliation stating that you want to move

forward without letting this situation come between you.

Gaining Agreement on the Resolution

Jodie followed up by saying: “Ted, I'm really glad that you came to me

about this. I'm sorry that I've ignored you, and I'm glad we found a solu-
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tion that’ll work for both of us. (resolution) I think our conversation will

make our relationship stronger knowing that we can resolve any differences.

(reconciliation)

Resolving Conflict: The Right Way

Jodie worked as a reporter for a local newspaper and was editing an ar-
ticle she had written when Ted, her coworker, walked into her cubicle.
Catching her off guard, he angrily lashed out: “You always ignore me
when I ask you questions or try to talk to you. I don’t understand why
you do that to me, and I'm really sick of it. I don’t deserve to be treated
this way, and it makes you look like you think you're better than me. It’s
rude”

He glared at Jodie, who was aghast at what he said. Her immedi-
ate thought was to defend herself against his accusation, especially
when he said she always ignored him because she knew that wasn't
true. Just as she felt her own anger bubbling up, Jodie composed her-
self. She didn’t respond, and she didn’t react. Rather, she projected
a concerned facial expression and placed her hands in her lap when
he was speaking. She calmed her racing thoughts by breathing deeply
and slowly as she processed the negative feedback. She knew that
Ted was partially correct; on occasion, she had ignored him. How-
ever, she only did that when switching gears to answer him would
have caused her to lose her train of thought. She pondered about how
to respond in a constructive manner so that they could resolve the
conflict effectively.

Jodie smiled and showed concern in her facial expression when she
said: “Ted, I appreciate what you're saying, and I'm glad you came to me
about this so that we can discuss what'’s going on.” (compromise)

Ted seemed to relax a bit.
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Jodie had already acknowledged to herself that on occasion she had
ignored Ted, so she asked a clarifying question: “Are you saying that I
always ignore you when you ask a question?”

Ted admitted: “Well, not always. But a lot of the time, yes, you do
ignore me. I know you have to hear me but you act like you don't”

Jodie nodded thoughtfully. “I'm really sorry that you had to come to
me about this. Id be upset, too, if I thought someone was ignoring me.”
(apology, understanding) She was pleased to observe that Ted smiled
and visibly calmed down.

Jodie felt prepared to continue the conversation so she added: “Why
don't you sit down? I'm sure that by talking through this, we’ll be able to
resolve the issue.” (compromise)

Jodie stated: “T understand you feel that at times I've ignored you
when you asked me a question, correct?” (understanding)

Ted nodded.

Jodie continued, speaking in a calm voice and maintaining a con-
cerned facial expression: “After thinking about it, I have to agree with
you. At times I have ignored you. But here’s why. When I'm in the
middle of writing an article I have to get my thoughts down as they
come to me, otherwise I'll lose them. When you've asked me a ques-
tion at that moment, I've kept typing rather than take the chance of
losing my thought because I can assure you, once it’s gone it’s gone
for good. And when that happens, I become frustrated.” She smiled.
(“I” phrase)

Ted said: “Oh, that’s happened to me too”

“If that's happened to you, then you can understand my frustration.”
(understanding)

“I can”

Then Ted suggested: “I'm sorry. From now on I won't ask you any

questions when I see that you're typing”
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Jodie quickly thought about his proposed solution and said: “No, I
don’t want you to do that. How about this? If you come in and I'm typing,
wait for me to get my thought down. And if I'm too involved to help, I'll
give you a sign to let you know it isn’t a good time. Does that sound okay
to you?” (compromise)

Ted said: “That works for me.”

Jodie followed up by saying: “Ted, I'm really glad that you came to me
about this. I'm sorry that I've ignored you, and I'm glad we found a solu-
tion that’ll work for both of us. (resolution) I think our conversation will
make our relationship stronger knowing that we can resolve any differ-

ences.” (reconciliation)

Why This Works

When Ted lashed out at Jodie, her first instinct was to defend herself.
She felt herself becoming angry but, because she had learned the skills
to effectively resolve conflict, she quickly composed herself, got back
on track, and moved through the five-step process. Even though Ted
had approached her, Jodie led the discussion. She maintained her
composure and showed through her facial expressions and body lan-
guage that she was concerned, that she respected Ted, and that she
wanted to find an agreeable solution. She wasn’t afraid to agree with
Ted’s view that she had on occasion ignored him and, because she ex-
plained why she had done so, Ted gained a better understanding. The
manner in which Jodie spoke throughout the conversation kept their
dialogue positive and constructive, and they were quickly able to reach
an agreement. While this was a fairly simple problem between two
coworkers, following the five-step process will help you work through

any problem, small or large.
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Something to Think About

When someone gives you negative feedback, think of it as a
positive. If it’s accurate, it provides a growth opportunity; if it
isn’t accurate, it provides an opportunity to strengthen your
conflict resolution skills. Remember no one is perfect. We all
have blind spots when it comes to our strengths and weak-
nesses. And, we all do things that bother other people. The
best teacher often comes in the form of negative feedback,
but only when we take the time to analyze what were hear-
ing. So the next time youre on the receiving end of negative
feedback, give yourself a reality check. Listen. Analyze. Decide
whether to accept the feedback. Whatever you decide, the
other person still has a problem with you, so work through
the five-step process to resolve the conflict. Then ask your-
self: Going forward, what can I do differently to avoid this
from happening again? When you do that, you'll gain respect

as a person who genuinely cares about how you treat others.
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