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David Cotton is an independent leadership and management trainer, with experience of working in four continents and around 40 countries. His client portfolio reads like a ‘Who’s Who’ of major organizations in local and national government and nearly every industry sector. He spent more than 20 years with two of the ‘Big 4’ professional service firms before setting up his own training consultancy. He has written 11 books, two of which won publishers’ bestseller awards, scores of journal articles and a double award-winning e-learning package on electronic marketplaces. David believes that any manager can learn to prevent and manage difficult behaviours in the workplace if they step back occasionally from their day-to-day duties, reflect on their own behaviours, observe their staff closely and create a motivating environment in which people can work, with support, to the best of their ability. He has written this book to help you to get the best out of yourself and your team, so that you can spend your working time as enjoyably and productively as possible.
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Introduction


Wouldn’t it be wonderful if everyone thought and behaved as we do? Working life would be so simple if we could rely on others to behave exactly like us. So often, when someone is out of step with us we brand them ‘difficult’ when perhaps we mean that their behaviours just don’t match our own. Part of the art of dealing with difficult people is to take a step back and examine whether their behaviour is likely to cause any problems for us or others at work, or whether they simply have a different view of life and their apparently ‘difficult’ behaviour is in no way detrimental to team relationships and productivity. It’s when their different approach gets in the way that we have to take action.


This book focuses on two aspects of managing difficult people at work:


•  Prevention – creating an environment in which staff feel supported and motivated


•  Cure – dealing with difficult behaviour when it arises


Through seven themed chapters, you’ll learn a wealth of techniques to manage difficult people at work.


On our first day, Sunday, we’ll start to explore the reasons why people may display difficult behaviours at work and the first steps we can take to prevent those behaviours.


On Monday, we’ll delve deeper and start to create a toolkit of skills to help in managing difficult people, starting with your own responses to others’ behaviour, building rapport, looking at where you have influence as a manager and how to use that influence, developing the most useful and perhaps overlooked skill – listening to other people, being attentive, and asking great questions so that you get quickly to the heart of a matter.


On Tuesday, we’ll develop the toolkit and look at more advanced skills, including the ways in which you can use language to influence behaviour, how to trigger useful and appropriate emotional states and behaviours in others, calming angry team members, drawing out quieter people, defending yourself when under attack, and saying ‘no’ when you mean no.


On Wednesday, we’ll drill down to more specific types of difficult behaviour and how to deal with them, including the person who drains the energy from the team, the perpetual complainer, the aggressive person and the team member who abuses privilege.


Thursday is devoted to giving feedback that works and having critical conversations with your staff. Rather than seeing feedback as ‘positive’ or ‘negative’, we focus more on feedback as information, and how we can structure that information so that the recipient is left in no doubt about the effects of their behaviours and the need to remedy them.


No matter how hard we try to create harmony at work, we will sometimes encounter conflict, and Friday is entirely devoted to the management of conflict – how it arises, how to defuse tense situations, how to deal with bullying at work, managing power games and then looking at some classic, well-tried models of conflict resolution which are easily applied at work.


Finally, on Saturday, we recognize that sometimes you will need support from others and we’ll look at managing persistently difficult behaviour, escalating issues which don’t want to go away, the stages in disciplinary proceedings and what to do if you have to take an issue to a more formal disciplinary level.
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Just as preventive medicine is preferable to curative medicine, so it is better to understand the likely causes of difficult behaviour and prevent it arising than to have to manage difficult behaviours. In this chapter we’ll focus on understanding the root causes of difficult behaviour and finding ways to create a stimulating and motivating atmosphere at work to minimize the likelihood of difficult behaviour. When people are happy and motivated at work, they tend to display less ‘difficult’ behaviour, are easier to manage and are a good deal more productive.


Let’s start by looking at some common causes of difficult behaviour and see what we can do to prevent, reduce or remove them.





Motivating the team


There are almost as many theories about what motivates us as there are demotivated people! Here are some examples of motivators and what we can do to create and maintain them:














	Motivator As team members we tend to be motivated when we…

	Your management role






	Enjoy the work

	Offer the widest variety of work possible, ensuring that it stretches and develops staff. Avoid favouritism and spread interesting and challenging work evenly across your team, conscious of the need to develop staff rather than simply delegating work to those whom you know are already competent to do it






	Like our colleagues

	You may have no choice of team members but good management will draw out the best in people. Much of this book will help you to do just that!






	Feel that we can approach our manager if we have concerns

	Ensure that the ‘open door’ policy is about mindset as much as the placement of office furniture…Take time to manage: whilst this seems an obvious statement, many managers are too busy ‘doing’ to manage their teams. If staff members believe that you will judge them if they open up to you, they will bottle up their concerns or share them with each other and you will be left out of the loop.






	Like the atmosphere and environment at work

	Be positive and encouraging; manage by wandering about and dealing with personal issues as they arise, rather than letting them escalate. Create occasional social activities; allow people some social time within work – it oils the wheels of working relationships and helps the team to become more focused and productive. Do what you can to ensure that the office is clean and tidy, furniture is reasonably comfortable, you have as much natural light as possible and the heating/air conditioning is functioning properly.






	Understand the context/purpose of our work

	Take the time to discuss why a particular piece of work is necessary and important, how it links to other pieces of work before/after it and the outputs and outcomes that you are looking for. Give your staff members the opportunity to ask questions and don’t make them feel stupid when they don’t understand something. It may be that you didn’t explain it clearly or establish sufficient context for understanding.






	Have reasonable licence to think and act for ourselves

	Gauge the strengths of your team members and allow the freedom to act within the bounds of what’s safe and possible. Be flexible: just because someone tackled a piece of work differently from the way you might have done it doesn’t mean their approach was wrong. See what you can learn from a variety of approaches and be prepared to accept that your way may only be one way. Monitor without interference.






	Feel that the reward system is fair and transparent

	Treat people fairly, showing no overt favouritism (even if, inevitably, you feel some). This fairness must extend to all aspects of your management.






	Know that, if something goes wrong, we will be supported by our colleagues and manager

	Be there, be supportive, show you care, protect your team members and deal with things internally wherever you can. Be visible without being too obtrusive. Sometimes the manager’s role is like that of a waiter in a restaurant – always there when needed but not getting too close to spoil the enjoyment of the meal.






	Feel a reasonable degree of job security

	You can’t guarantee this, but the better motivated and productive your team members, the greater the likelihood of their and your survival in the organization.






	Feel trusted

	Don’t micro-manage. Let people have space to think for themselves and, where possible, give them sufficient time so that they find solutions to their own problems without your apparent interference. The recruitment process is expensive and time-consuming and we tend to believe that we have recruited the right person to each job. Let them prove that this is the case by trusting them to do their job well.






	Feel that they are in the right role

	Sometimes, we put the wrong person in a particular role. As managers we should be humble enough to admit to ourselves when we make a mistake and sensitive to others’ feelings if we need to move them into a different role.






	Learn on the job

	Ensure that after each assignment there is a thorough debrief. This serves two purposes – to learn from what worked and embed it in future best practice and to understand how and where things went wrong so that the same mistakes cannot be repeated. This is not about blame but about understanding how something could have happened and implementing sufficient controls and systems to prevent its recurrence without becoming too draconian and limiting freedom to act.

Flex your management style according to situation. A single management style will only work part of the time. Management styles are often described as:


•  Directive (telling people what to do)


•  Affiliative (treating your staff as you would treat your friends)


•  Participative (democratic and consensus-seeking)


•  Coaching (asking good questions to help staff to find their own solutions)


•  Visionary (painting a word picture of how things could be to inspire others to work towards it)


•  Pacesetting (leading by example and demonstrating how to do something so others can copy the method)









	Feel that we are in the job we best deserve

	A big cause of difficult behaviour at work is envy or resentment of others (and this may include envy of you and your position). It tends to happen when some team members are perceived to be given unfair advantages, opportunities or promotions or a team member believes that they should have had the promotion which you received. You can do little about the latter other than treat them fairly and respectfully and give them good, challenging and stimulating work. You can do a great deal about the former ensuring that as far as it is within your gift, you are scrupulously fair in your objective setting, appraisal and rating and recommendations for advancement.






	Feel that we are recognized for the quality of our work and achievements

	Recognition of good work costs nothing and can be highly motivating. Be sure to tell people when they have done a good job. Keep it in proportion to the size and complexity of the task and balance private and public recognition.






	Feel that our manager knows us as people and not simply as members of the workforce

	Get to know your staff as people and respect them as the ‘whole being’ who comes to work rather than only as a person fulfilling a particular work role. Take time to discover what interests them outside work and learn as much as you can about them, without being intrusive. As you get to know them so you will deepen the relationship and, often, your respect for them.







A lack of motivation is a prime cause of difficult behaviour and is, for the most part, preventable. There are many other things that you can do as a manager to prevent difficulties arising.

Driving up team performance


It’s said that teams go through several stages in their evolution – forming (when they first come together), storming (when members jockey for position), norming (when they settle into their appointed roles) and performing (when they do what we originally planned for them!). In reality there are other stages – if the same team is left together for too long, doing the same work, things become stale and the team enters a ‘dorming’ (complacent, bored, sleeping-on-the-job) stage. At this point we’ll start to see lots of difficult behaviour as members lose their drive and motivation to work. We need to anticipate this stage and take preventive measures to drive up team performance and maintain people’s enthusiasm for their work. Preventive measures are designed to send the team back through the forming, storming and norming loop, which refreshes the team and drives it back up to great performance:
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