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1. I Hate People


I hate people.


Where’d we get that idea? We listened. We heard people muttering “I hate people” whenever things would get stressful. Like, every single day. This is not a new problem, and the evidence suggests it’s getting worse by the second, thanks to remarkable advances in technology that have had the unintended effect of making it far easier for people to annoy us. The billions of e-mails, v-mails, and text messages sent every day threaten to overwhelm us like a plague of e-locusts.


We hate people who play favorites, people who make the rules, people who don’t give others a break. You know who we’re talking about. The people who lie in the shadows of your meeting, and after you’ve just made an awesome presentation, stab you with, “Excuse me, but have our customers asked for this?”


Part of the problem stems from a lack of trust. More than seven out of ten Americans distrust the CEOs of large corporations. Only a third of employees believe that “senior management communicates openly and honestly,” according to a recent survey by Towers Perrin of ninety thousand workers in eighteen countries; two-thirds believe their bosses can’t or won’t talk straight. Survey after survey has shown that half of the workforce does not trust its superiors. Recent McKinsey research has revealed that fundamental values of honesty and candor are missing in a growing percentage of companies.


The numbers suggest a crisis — one not likely to be solved by organizations or corporations anytime soon. Consider that the federal government’s Bureau of Labor Statistics does not even track worker satisfaction.


People are what bring us down, make us scream obscenities in our cars, mutter things under our breath in our cubicles, and shout in the elevator when we’re alone.





The Perfect Holiday


 


What were one-third of fifteen hundred British workers willing to do?


Forgo a week’s holiday if they didn’t have to work next to people they hated.






Denial has been widespread, but we don’t believe it’s possible to keep a lid on the truth. People are angry — and today, they’re a lot less likely to keep quiet about it.


On Facebook, the popular online social network, users have generated an “Enemybook” option, where People Haters can air their feuds. In mid-2008, the New York Times ran a front-page story about another kind of broken relationship getting headlines. An astonishing number of ex-spouses are furiously trashing their former beloveds on popular blogs on the Internet. The courts are doing little to stem the vilifying, and as the Times reported, “The confessions can stretch toward eternity in a steady stream of enraged or despondent postings.”


The constraints of the workplace and fear of lawsuits have bottled up similar fury against irritating cubemates and meddling bosses. But despite these roadblocks, we had no trouble finding dozens of blogs and websites that play to our basic frustration at the office — sites with names like Anger Central, Disgruntled Workforce, and Team Building Is for Suckers.


These feelings are not a joke. Consider what a former lieutenant commander in the navy told us of his experience working on Wall Street as an investment banker: “I was an unmitigated failure. I had no idea how to navigate through these difficult people. One Sunday after Thanksgiving of 2004, I was homicidal. I was going to kill my boss. I was fighting to swim and he had his arms around my neck, strangling me.” What makes this story even more striking is that the lieutenant commander prided himself on being a solid leader of 120 men in the military, dedicating himself to his missions in Kosovo, Guam, and Estonia.


Burnout is the common affliction of driven, obsessive professionals. “In 21st-century New York, the 60-hour week is considered normal,” writes New York magazine. “In some professions, it’s a status symbol. But burnout, for the most part, is considered a sign of weakness, a career killer.” Workers don’t burn out just because they work too hard. Workers burn out because of people. A classic 1990s management study showed that workers who have frequent intense or emotionally charged interactions with other people are more susceptible to what’s referred to as emotional exhaustion.


The past few years many Americans have discovered that a lack of accountability got our country, economy, and institutions into a whole lot of trouble. Regulators were too nice to hedge funds and speculators and Wall Street. Bernie Madoff allegedly ripped off individuals and companies to the tune of $50 billion — by pretending to be nice. This isn’t the first time this has happened in American business. The Crash of ’29 was another case where people weren’t willing to ask the tough questions. While the first years of the new millennium were defined by this fixation on superficial niceness, we believe we’re entering a new era. Practical People Hating directed toward those demanding our enmity — bankers, Fed chairmen, politicians, and other miscreants who have mucked up our 401ks and fractured our financial infrastructure. A democratic society, built on free trade, has no room for those willing to rig the game and harm millions of people. There are serious consequences for not People Hating enough. Our nation has discovered, in the past decade, how a minority of bad apples can rot not just the rest of the fruit but the barrel as well. The time has come to face reality.


Studies and countless real-life stories clearly demonstrate that people are hating people. Yes, at your very own office. We work too many hours, meet too often, travel too much, and e-mail constantly. Burnout or cowering in your cubicle or office are not viable options.










The Rude Game


 


89 percent of people say rudeness is a serious problem.


78 percent say it’s gotten worse in the past ten years.


99 percent of people say they aren’t rude.


— U.S. News & World Report






For those readers wondering whether we’re serious, a brief note of explanation. We like and sometimes even love individuals. It’s people we hate. Many of you may genuinely enjoy the company of your office mates. There’s a reason for that. These are people who fall within the standards and expectations you set for your daily interactions. The men and women whose natural shortcomings are offset by their capabilities and character. The problem with most people is that they rarely bother to belly up to this relationship point. They just stand in your way, annoy, and irritate. At times, facing them can be more than we can stand. As comedian Rich Hall said in Seattle back in the 1980s when he was found hiding in the kitchen of the Comedy Underground after his show one night, “I like people. Just not in a group.”


This book is designed for businesspeople who recognize the difference between genuine individuals and people. Men and women who know they can’t wait for some promised corporate utopia. Being nice when everyone else is just playing nice is not wise. Nor is it good for your career. Now that you’ve gotten this far, we should let you know what you’re getting into. You’re about to undertake a Discipline. Like karate or judo. Think of it as jujitsu for outsmarting the corporate oafs.


Who are these oafs? We call them the Ten Least Wanted. Many other books have focused on the positive people in business. Happy people. Creative people. Productive people. The Ten Least Wanted are just the opposite. They are the Stop Signs, the naysayers who block your every idea. The Switchblades, those underhanded jerks who take credit for your work. That Flimflam down the hall with a snarky tendency to trick you into doing his work for him. Then there’s Minute Man, who steals your time in bite-size chunks that eat up your day. This is just a glimpse of a few of the men and women who keep us from doing our work and realizing our dreams. We’ll be meeting them and the rest of the Ten Least Wanted in depth in the chapters to come, learning skills and strategies for defeating them.


It’s time to take action. In your hands you hold the key to keeping people out of your face.


Everyone hates people at some point. And if you say you don’t, you’re lying.


Don’t worry: it’s not a bad thing. The contributions of People Haters are increasingly respected and even sought out. Brad Bird, the director of The Incredibles and Ratatouille, two of Pixar’s crop of amazing computer-generated films, chooses to work with computer artists who are People Haters: employees who have become frustrated because their individual approaches to the medium are not valued by the industry at large. Bird called them “black sheep” in an interview in the McKinsey Quarterly. When he was tackling the animation job on The Incredibles, he sought out these malcontents, believing they held the keys to novel ways of working faster, more creatively, even less expensively. “We gave the black sheep a chance to prove their theories,” said Bird, “and we changed the way a number of things are done here.”




“I hate mankind, for I think of myself as one of the best of them, and I know how bad I am.”


— SAMUEL JOHNSON





We believe that all of us can get smarter about dealing with people at work. Companies think nothing of devoting major resources to a competitive market analysis for a new product introduction. They assume competitors will try to knock off their innovation. Undercut their pricing. Steal their design. That’s business. Well, the evidence is in and it’s clear these same forces apply on a human level. Coworkers, partners, and bosses — they don’t always have your best interests at heart.


Just as you don’t assume competitors love you, it’s naive to think everyone you work with thinks you’re terrific. The only person you can trust to have your back in this crazy business world is yourself. But today, who has the time or, more important, guts to be themselves? If you’re constantly e-mailing, texting, and calling, chances are you’ve developed a pile of masks and personae to deal with others.


These electronic facades are not your best selves. You might even hate them a bit. Once you face that truth, you can begin to be your true self. And let’s face it, there are a lot of people in your company that your true self would rather not call, e-mail, or text.


Yes, we understand that our path isn’t the politically correct approach to resolving business conflict. We know those books and articles by well-meaning authors: How to Be Your Coworker’s Best Buddy. Seven Steps to Becoming the Office Pushover. Happy Work: A Practical Guide. It’s Me, Not You. How to Stop Making Your Boss a Bully. You’re the Reason Your Office Is Miserable. Help Me Stop Hurting You. I’m a Hungry Little Mouse.


These works share a common thread: You’re to blame. Nobody else. It all goes back to your childhood, your education, your home life. You.


That boss driving you nuts? You just don’t understand him. That coworker stealing credit for your great ideas? You should have spoken up sooner.


What’s missing here? Honesty.


We know what you’re saying: “I don’t hate people. I like people.”


Of course you do. That’s how you were brought up. That’s the “right” attitude. You open doors for old ladies. Let strangers cut in line. Don’t mind when people butt in on your conversations. Of course you don’t hate people.


Here’s your chance to prove it. Take the following test and see just how much people make your day.


The I Hate People! Quiz


A. When I’m on a business flight I most enjoy sitting beside …




	chatty, large people wearing lots of cologne.


	crying children.


	children.


	an empty seat.


	two empty seats.





B. During a company meeting I most enjoy …




	watching a long, dry PowerPoint presentation.


	people repeating themselves. Again.


	people texting constantly.


	frequent breaks.


	leaving.





C. I love it when my coworker …




	watches YouTube videos on his PC.


	eats stinky food at his desk.


	clips his nails.


	calls in sick.


	quits.





D. I like my boss most when he …




	e-mails me every half hour.


	peers over my shoulder.


	jokes about firing me.


	is delayed flying home.


	is on vacation.





E. My favorite office noise is somebody …




	clearing his throat.


	slurping his coffee.


	tapping his pencil.


	squeaking his desk chair.


	snapping his gum.





F. I love overhearing workplace conversation about …




	the boyfriend.


	the girlfriend.


	the spouse.


	the kids.


	how much someone hates his job.





G. The office food I like most is …




	vending-machine sandwiches.


	onion bagels.


	cardboard pizza.


	Tupperware Surprise.


	hand-fouled candy from an open dish.





Congratulations! You’ve just completed a psychological self-exploration that will grant you fresh insights into your level of People Hating. Total up your score and check it against the following scale.


1–7 You really do like people. Consider seeking professional help.


8–13 There’s hope: you’re not a total glutton for punishment.


14–21 Clearly, you’re on the path to realizing people aren’t all they’re cracked up to be.


22–29 You are a People Hater. Though you’ve got natural talent, you could use some additional skills.


30–35 Devout People Hater. Welcome, friend! Get ready to turn your natural skills into business assets.


THE PATH OF THE SOLOIST


We admire those of you independent and strong enough to rise above your cubicles and dare to be productive People Haters. You deserve a term of your own. We offer the Soloist. Bold enough to create the attitude, space, and time to stretch your career and expand your life. Ready to take that critical step toward becoming one of those happy souls who deftly works alone or collaborates with just a handful of other talented people… while artfully deflecting all the rest. Because while you can’t change the people you hate, you can stop them from dragging you down.


You’ll discover that you’re learning a counterintuitive approach to coping with problem people. We’re bringing the power of redirecting and avoiding the emotional blows dished out by bosses, coworkers, and competitors. While you may need a lot of these people to get through your day, your career, and your life… nobody said you have to like them.


The first step along the Path of the Soloist is to be able to identify the Ten Least Wanted. These are the people in the office who pose the greatest threat to your ability to get your work done. They’re coworkers, managers, bosses, and clients. We’ve classified these ten archetypes under three categories: Stumbling Blocks, Wrong Turns, and Time Wasters. In the first part of the book, you’ll learn to identify and defuse the power of the Ten Least Wanted to screw up your day.


I Hate People! will help you learn:




	
How to form Ensembles with other Soloists — the best kind of teamwork.


	
How to Solocraft, a way of working that increases your effectiveness and productivity, both alone and in a group.


	
How to skip or cut short unnecessary meetings, conference calls, and other forms of corporate drudgery to increase your solo time.


	
How to minimize and even eliminate progress-stifling interruptions throughout your day.


	
How to push things off your plate to help you stay on track while juggling multiple projects.


	
How to dig your Cave, creating the ideal space in which to get away and get your work done.


	
How to Island Hop, creating the little refreshing breaks in your workday that give you a chance to relax while leading you to creative breakthroughs.





Ready to get started?


Go ahead.


Say it:


I hate people!



      

ONE
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THE TEN
 LEAST WANTED
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“Hell is — other people.”


— JEAN-PAUL SARTRE


We’ve been taught since we were kids that there are positive role models in our lives, and that by focusing on how they live their lives and what they teach us, we’ll be better people.


But no one’s really taught us what to do about the people who trip us up, siphon off our time, or send us off in the wrong direction. There’s the guy assigned to your team who seems to know it all, but is actually a Know-It-None. There’s Minute Man, who says he only needs a minute, then sucks up fifteen. And there’s the coworker you’re expecting to green-light your project who turns out to be a Stop Sign.


Welcome to the Ten Least Wanted, the main adversaries of the Soloist. Our better self. The person with the dual talent of working effectively with small groups as well as flying solo. Our goal is to show you the way to sharpen your skills as a People Hater. By doing so, you will become a better Soloist.


That’s what it’s all about. Productive hating.


The heart of our book is an exploration of the Soloist and the way he works best: Solocrafting. But before you can possibly hope to become a Soloist, first you have to face the reality of modern business. That’s where the Ten Least Wanted comes in.


To succeed as a Soloist, you must first learn to vanquish your enemies.




It is said that if you know your enemies and know yourself, you will not be imperiled in a hundred battles.


— SUN TZU, THE ART OF WAR





People disappoint. Daily. Hourly. Why not wise up and get ready for it? The sooner you learn to stop getting sucker-punched and letting yourself get pissed off, the sooner you can get back to doing your own thing, your own way. So to help you identify these clowns and clods in the corporate sphere — and get on with your work — we’ve removed the guesswork. We’ve selected and analyzed the ten most troublesome people you’ll encounter in the workplace.


The Ten Least Wanted are not created equal. Depending on your career and profession, some will be more endemic to your business. Every company is unique. As you meet the Ten Least Wanted on the following pages, you may find some personality types more familiar than others. One thing we can guarantee: virtually no company will ever be free of some of these people.


Some of these characters, in small doses and correctly aligned with your project goals, can aid instead of hold you back. The same guy who may one day hold up your budget — the Spreadsheet — may another day help you get the funding your project needs. The same loud, abrasive boss who regularly tests your resilience (a Bulldozer, perhaps) may also have the fortitude to keep your company sailing through hard times. And as perfect and smart as we all are, here’s another truth we all know, whether we admit it publicly or not: even during your best week, you may find yourself playing a few of these Least Wanted roles yourself.


For the benefit of those who care about the inner workings of Stumbling Blocks and the rest of the Ten Least Wanted, we asked David Johnson, a British psychologist and the CEO of Venture to Think, to give us his “Psych Shot,” a quick, one-line psychological profile. You’ll find it right up top for each of our Ten Least Wanted.


Get to know these archetypes. Develop strategies to deflect and deal with them. You’ll increase the time and space you need to Solocraft and become the Soloist of your dreams.
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2. Stumbling Blocks


Meet the Stumbling Blocks, the men and women we call Stop Signs, Flimflams, and Bulldozers. This is the group that often wields the most power over your Solocrafting. They can tell you what to do, when to do it, and how to do it. They can be peers just as easily as bosses. They can be debilitating to new ventures and teams, and especially to your efforts to succeed as a Soloist. Stumbling Blocks can stop your project cold or send you spinning off on tasks that eat up weeks or months of your time.



1. Stop Sign[image: art]



STEREOTYPE: Former Kodak executive: “Digital cameras will never catch on.”


PSYCH SHOT: “Ridden by fear. Driven by detail. Behind fear lies his own uncertainty.”


Stop Signs have cut short more careers and ruined more lives than probably any other downers in history.


Count on a Stop Sign to pour cold water on your every ambition.


Stop Signs can come from the top of your organization, like, say, the otherwise brilliant founder of Digital Equipment Corporation, Kenneth Olsen, who had the misfortune to announce in 1977 — just a year after the birth of Apple Computer — “There is no reason anyone would want a computer in their home.” It was the beginning of the end for DEC, which missed out on the personal computer revolution — and sadly was later bought by Compaq, a PC maker.


Or they can be mentors like Fred Smith’s Yale professor, who warned him that the premise of his paper on developing an overnight delivery company didn’t seem feasible. Smith went on to found Federal Express. Then there are Stop Signing companies like Decca Records, which auditioned two bands on January 1, 1962. Decca gave the first the boot: “We don’t like their sound, and guitar music is on the way out.” Instead, Decca signed up the second band, reasoning that since the Tremeloes were local, the company would save considerable travel expenses.


That band Decca tried to stop cold? The Beatles.




“Any fool can criticize, condemn, and complain — and most fools do.”


— BENJAMIN FRANKLIN





Historically, Stop Signs were responsible for such brilliant observations as “The world is flat” and “I think you’ve had enough fun” and “You’ll put an eye out with that thing.” Read biographies, and you’ll find that at nearly every turn, great men and women faced Stop Signs who told them they wouldn’t make it — as executives, actors, or even presidents (if only some had listened). Certain professionals specialize in Stop Sign thinking — lawyers and accounting firms, to name a couple. Stop Signs often masquerade as the wise and justify their negativity by the amount of time it saves them from thinking. A common example of corporate-wide Stop Signing over the past two decades has been company bans on Apple computers.


Stop Signs are often the most difficult nuts of the Ten Least Wanted to crack. Like a petulant two-year-old, their favorite response tends to be “No,” leaving you with little in the way of a toehold to get any leverage to reason with them. One female executive despairs every time she has to deal with a chronic Stop Sign in her company: “He’s the one who always says we can’t do something.” She’s tried everything over the years, from the “attracting flies with honey” approach to doing a complete end around to disagreeing right to his face. Since her default personality is to be positive, energetic, and enthusiastic, she’s never sure how to counter his attitude. Even when the Stop Sign purports to sign on to a project and his responsibilities are clear, he throws on the brakes unless commanded by a superior. The female executive’s most successful tack: gaining the support of his boss — or his team — against his opposition.


But it can be a tough road, and she’s learned the hard way: if you don’t run a stubborn Stop Sign early, he can derail your entire project.


Carl Haney, a Procter & Gamble man or, as we like to say, a VP in R&D at P&G, views Stop Signs as “exception hunters.” “They’ll point out the exceptions when I’m onto something good, saying, ‘We tried it before, it didn’t work.’”


Haney counters these Stop Signs by explaining that his idea has a good chance because it’s facing “different circumstances and different competitors.” Experienced innovators know that it takes years for genuinely new products to find markets. Stop Signs forget that what failed before might very well succeed now.


Stop Signs thrive in meetings. If you think of company meetings as a baseball game, holding up a Stop Sign is the easiest way to slap out a single. It takes far more creative firepower to offer a “build,” to take a rough idea and suggest how you might cross it with something else or adapt it to make it work. But holding up that red sign does prove you aren’t dead, and it’s often wrapped in a protective tone: “Isn’t that going to be expensive?… We haven’t really sold products like that before.… How can we market that?”


One manager we spoke with said he’s frequently faced with the standard Stop Signage: “Well, we could do it if we just had more time or resources.” His technique is to listen carefully to his team’s objections, and pick them apart one by one. If resources are the obstacle, he’ll say, “Let’s go to the program manager and see if we can get it.” It’s not that it can’t be done, he says. “It’s just that they’re resistant to finding out how to do it.”


Stop Signs are often managers or bosses, which is why the smartest companies in the world often bar them from early project meetings. Stop Signs, thinking they’re adding to the creativity, strangle the wild ideas that frequently sprout from the free-form interchange in healthy brainstorms. What can you do? Deftly change the rules.


Pete Johnson, chief architect of Hewlett-Packard’s website, HP.com, has many, many jobs that demand his attention, including the responsibility for developing the technology standards for all of the tech giant’s websites. He says that when he’s confronted with Stop Signs, he acknowledges the challenge — and takes it off the table: “Hey, I realized that’s going to be a restriction. Let’s be free of that for the morning.” Repeat offenders are banned from meetings.


And if you can’t keep the Stop Signs out, try holding up the verbal equivalent of a detour sign. When Bob says, “But we haven’t the budget for that,” respond with, “Let’s pretend we’ve got the budget. Let’s imagine that’s not an obstacle.”


Or co-opt Stop Sign’s opposition: “Good point, Bob. How would you brainstorm three ways we could pay for the project?”


Haney of P&G often pushes in the opposite direction of the Stop Signs. Where they anticipate failure, he invites an exploration of a wild success. If a new product concept would need to earn a hundred million dollars in annual revenue to become a reality — a goal that now seems impossible — in a brainstorm he’ll push the group to imagine a world far beyond that marker: “What would we have to do to make it a billion-dollar hit?”


Smart storytelling can help overcome Stop Signs. Think of your own parents, who, more likely than not, have begun to ossify into a couple of Stop Signs as they’ve gotten older. Bryan Mekechuk, an international management consultant, realized several years ago that every time he told his father he had a new idea, his dad would give him the Five Reasons It Will Fail. Mekechuk cleverly turned this into a story that almost anyone could understand. He flipped his father’s negativity into an invitation for creativity: “Dad, tell me the ten things I have to do to make it work.” Now when Mekechuk launches a new project, he works hard with the company to identify the potential human roadblocks. He tells the story about his dad, then says, “When we’re dealing with this Stop Sign [at the company], we’ll have to pry out the ten things we need to do to go forward.”


Mekechuk says that the simple technique works. It’s a way of acknowledging that Stop Signs are everywhere.


We believe in the adage “A strong defense is a good offense.” Preemptive strikes work wonders. A product marketing vice president suggests loading your shotgun before the showdown. “Build consensus prior to a decision meeting, where you’ve got everyone saying yes and you know this person’s going to say no.” Once the big meeting hits, “you’ve already presold everyone. You’ve got nine out of ten people nodding their heads.” Unless the Stop Sign has an incredibly compelling argument or veto power, the idea will usually survive.


That said, there are times when tougher measures may be required. When the nastiest of Stop Signs craps all over your latest brainchild, don’t take it personally. Try calmly replying, “What’s your new idea?”



2. Flimflam[image: art]



STEREOTYPES: On a good day, Danny Ocean (George Clooney, Ocean’s Eleven); on a bad day, Lester “Worm” Murphy (Edward Norton, Rounders).


PSYCH SHOT: “Manipulative. Often Machiavellian. Gets others to feather his nest. Likes to be liked. Expert at identifying people to do his bidding.”


Sharp but somewhat casual dresser. Keeps spotty office hours, justifying his absence with vague claims of client trips, trade shows, and off-sites.


Flimflam is smooth at feeding you a story and getting you to sign off on it. He has a project he needs you to do. It’s easy, he says. All you need to do is go to a few client meetings. How do you know you’re dealing with a Flimflam? He wants you to make a commitment. Speed up delivery dates. Double the feature set. Expand the services. He’s short on details. Why? Because he’s really got a lot in common with his criminal cousin the con man — only his currency is your time and productivity.


The forgiving sort never expect larceny in Flimflam’s soul. But honestly, the difference is just one of degree. Like the criminal version, Flimflam takes. Only here it’s more than money. Flimflam can sometimes take all of your time, saddling you with a horrific project for weeks or months.


Just as a con man rarely leaves his card, Flimflam eschews details. The project is such a sure thing that he either wants to tell you about it in person or shoot you a quick e-mail. A master of peer pressure, Flimflam will talk about doing things for the team or the company. He’ll often rope one of his disciples into playing the witness, being in the room to hear you say yes to this nightmare. Because really, he’s trying to sell you a shiny car that you’ll soon learn had a bad valve job and its odometer dialed back.


Some companies have a management style that encourages Flimflammery. As one former suffering employee anonymously posted at Yahoo/Finance, “I spent many years at Microsoft. There, managers deliberately overloaded workers with tasks because the logic was that the most important tasks would automatically rise to the top, and the ones that you never got to, well, those were clearly not that important, and eventually whoever requested the task would either change it, revise it, or forget about it.”


There’s a problem with this institutional shell game. It’s all passive, increasing the odds that there will be lots of nasty misunderstandings and mistakes about just what is or isn’t important.


The Flimflam tries to take advantage of your ability. “A lot of times, these people are always depending on me for their deliverables,” says Vernon Hurd, a systems analyst for DG FastChannel, an advertising distribution firm. “They want me to help them do their work.” He throws the requests back on the Flimflams, offering to help them out just so long as they realize the consequences. If he helps them do the work they should have done in the first place, it’s going to take extra time — a delay that has to be accounted for. Hurd makes clear that higher-ups will know he’s covering for them. “That’s when they realize they have to do the work themselves.”


Shelly, a project manager for a medium-size firm, said her office Flimflam excels at taking his victims by surprise. “He’ll always try to talk to me in passing. As if it wasn’t even worth having a real meeting over. He’s just gotten off the phone with the client or had an in-house meeting.” His classic pitch was the age-old line of the Flimflam: “Could you work on this project? It’s a really small, quick thing. No big deal.”


After repeatedly being burned with his disastrous, lengthy Flimflam projects, Shelly learned not to sign on right away. She began to ask detailed questions. The Flimflam would feign ignorance and try to minimize things. But putting him off worked wonders. He’s left her alone for a really long time. She laughs: “He had to get somebody else to do his work.”


One high-tech executive we spoke to has found that one of the latest Flimflam tricks is to IM people to do his dirty work during a meeting. “I work with this woman. We’ll be on a phone meeting, and instead of raising the controversial point herself, she’ll IM everybody else to try to get them to do it.” He’s dubbed her the Ventriloquist, and says she fooled him twice. He put an end to it when he realized she never climbed out on the limb herself. What does he do now? He IMs the Flimflam right back: “You really should do that.”


Your best defense against a Flimflam’s demand that you hop to some task: sleep on it, and then counter the Flimflam with clarity. Flimflams want to keep things as hazy as a summer afternoon.


Ask for a page detailing the project, an estimate of the tasks, and the time required. The best Flimflams try to talk it up on the phone or in person. Push back. You need to see it in writing. That’s when they’ll probably slide their thin con job down the hallway for a more naive victim. If they do respond in writing, push back, if for no other reason than that once Flimflams make you for a mark, you can guarantee they’ll be back with more hellish projects.



3. Bulldozer[image: art]



STEREOTYPE: Tony Soprano (James Gandolfini, The Sopranos): “A wrong decision is better than indecision.”


PSYCH SHOT: “Defense mechanism. He, too, has been bulldozed. Dominating. Prone to bashing the table. Creates a resentful dependency.”


Why do so many companies have successful, entrenched Bulldozers? Because most people aren’t willing to stand up to these clods. It’s hard. It can be painful and downright dangerous. We all remember playground bullies. When these people graduate to the office environment, they find even more people to stomp on. Where once they could dominate a handful of people, now they may smack around dozens or hundreds.


Many Bulldozers fall into the class of what’s now considered workplace bullies, who appear to be thriving on both sides of the Atlantic. A recent Columbia University study revealed that nine out of ten workers are roughed up by bosses sooner or later, while a British study chalked up eighteen million lost work days a year to bullies (victims miss an extra week of work per year, on average). The Brits, who take office misbehaving seriously, say the worst abuse resembles post-traumatic stress disorder. Even here in the bully-friendly U.S., Bullybusters.org claims that more than a third of victims of company bullies end up clinically depressed.


But since Bulldozers are not always bullies or outright jerks — and are often less outrageously offensive — expect little or no help from human resources or management. Official action frequently comes only after years of damage. Consider the Nebraska firm where a manager regularly got plastered at lunch and then verbally abused his staff. After HR and senior management did nothing for a year, the offender swore repeatedly in front of ten staffers. Only when the ten victims of the abuse filed written statements, documenting the abuse, did the company bother to take action.


While some experts recommend pressing the “ignore” button, that only works if the Bulldozer isn’t your boss or your interactions are minimal.


If you start to feel as though you’re getting plowed under, consider the course advocated by a North Carolina network administrator who learned from his air force lieutenant colonel dad, “You should keep a record, in writing, of everything.” He kept a phone log and found it provided a backup, ultimately protecting him from a boss who believed that all directions should be “short and dirty.” He kept his “dignity and self-respect intact,” while the boss got the reprimand he deserved.


Bulldozers foolish enough to shove you around in e-mails leave their own self-incriminating paper trail. The key is to stand up with tough but not incendiary responses. “Unreasonable” is a good word, as is the phrase “I won’t be pushed around.” If you have allies within the company, blind carbon-copy (BCC) the chain of correspondence to your manager or coworkers.


But most Bulldozers aren’t backed off by a few e-mails. If he keeps running over you in person, sometimes you’ve got to put a stop to it. Pick your time and place and consider playing the “Team” card. An IT professional says that when the Bulldozer aggressively trashes your presentation in a meeting, stop cold in your tracks, pause, and, in a calm voice, say, “Since you don’t want to be a team player, and you aren’t providing any solutions, I’d prefer it if you would step out until I finish my presentation.”


The IT man says it works every time.


There are also thousands of Bulldozers who pose a more subtle challenge. They’re men and women with what Carl Haney of P&G calls “a high share of voice in a meeting.” They may not be bullies, but all the same, these bigmouthed Bulldozers may dominate the discussion and divert your agenda. And often they’re so enamored of the sound of their own bullhorn that they can’t articulate a specific point of view.
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