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    Dedication


    As Marcus Buckingham said: ‘People leave managers, not companies.’ To each leader who manages their team in a way that make employees want to stay with them – thank you!


    This book is especially dedicated to our children. We hope what we’ve learnt will help you to navigate your career when you’ve stopped listening to us.


    To Vivienne’s family. Thank you, Jacques, for all your encouragement. And to my children, Flavia, Victoire and Javier, thank you for living with this book for such a long time.


    To Hanlie Lizette’s family. Pierre, my husband, and my children, Zabeth, Magdil and Hanlie – thank you for your encouragement, patience and support for our beloved Impossible Bosses.


    To Robert’s family. Thank you to Patrick, Lowry and Babette for your encouragement, and to Janine and Tsitsi for the support. And Bailey, the apple of my eye, thank you for your endless love and for all the times you let me off with reading two bedtime stories instead of three. Big squeeze!


    To the colleagues and friends who read early manuscripts and gave feedback on what would make the book more useful to readers, thank you to you too.


    Lastly, we dedicate this book to our impossible bosses. This book would not have been possible without you. It was not easy to work for you but you helped us to learn more about ourselves, and this enabled us to cope better with other impossible bosses. Thank you for the challenge and for the lessons. Here’s to you!

  


  
    Author’s note


    Impossible Bosses has its origins in the first-hand experiences of two executives, Vivienne Lawack and Hanlie Wessels, who during their individual careers have encountered numerous challenging and outright difficult managers. Both managed to navigate these tricky situations and have achieved great success, but it wasn’t easy. They learnt through trial and error and, over the years, have relied on the input from various colleagues and friends to pilot their way through stormy weather. Now you have all these lessons consolidated and organised in an easy-to-use format.


    Vivienne and Hanlie met at the South African Reserve Bank in 2002 and have been ‘friendtors’1 ever since. Between them, they have built up close to 50 years’ experience in corporate leadership, from middle and senior up to executive level.


    They have lived in different cities for the past 16 years, but their quick ‘friendtor’ discussions, often while making their way to work or preparing a meal, have often been a lifeline. It has allowed them to support each other and share coping mechanisms for tough situations. Looking back, they realised that these discussions had helped them to mitigate career risk. On a difficult day, the sound advice of ‘cool down and do not do anything based on how you feel today’ often prevented a situation at work from deteriorating further.


    They strongly recommend finding a friendtor as part of an intentional effort to establish a support structure. A friendtor will not only be there for you in difficult times and help to keep you sane but can also help with your career development.


    Hanlie met management consultant and executive coach Rob Craig through the workshops he offers as part of his consultancy business called Bridge Consulting. Over the past 12 years, they have regularly worked together on an ad hoc basis. Hanlie has learnt a great deal from Rob’s coaching and was able to manoeuvre through several difficult leadership challenges based on his advice, either formally, in training, or through impromptu coaching discussions. Vivienne has also made use of Rob’s consultancy service over the years.


    Rob’s expertise is a great gift to anyone who has been fortunate enough to be coached by him. His insights into the human psyche and into workplace dynamics help one realise that there are always alternative strategies to manage a specific situation. He has a rare gift. He is frank and funny, and often makes you laugh at your own shortfalls, while helping you to master new responses.


    Rob is also a qualified practitioner of a Jungian-based profiling system, which has been extremely valuable in helping to analyse the conscious and unconscious characteristics of each of the eight archetypal managers discussed in this book, especially since many of them have a dark side that they are prone to project onto others. Rob’s analyses will help employees to gain insight into their manager’s personality. On the other hand, if you recognise yourself as one of the manager archetypes, you might find his observations helpful in aligning some of the conscious and unconscious aspects of your personality. His advice, and the techniques Rob uses in his coaching, are woven into several sections with practical advice on what to do with an impossible boss.


    This book is intended to be something of a ‘management coach in your pocket’ and we hope that it will be a useful tool for busy people who are looking for a quick, results-focused guide to managing their manager.


    Because we all want leaders to succeed.


    


    
      
        1 Friend + mentor = friendtor

      

    

  


  
    Introduction


    When you join a new company or a team, there are a number of things that you will have a level of certainty about beforehand, including your job title and description, the name of the person to whom you will report to and your employment terms. But one crucial element will remain unknown until you start in the new position or job, and that is what your new boss will be like.


    You might end up working under a highly capable manager who encourages you to grow and develop professionally, and who leads her team effectively. On the other hand, you might have to report to a manager who is inefficient and disorganised or who micromanages her team to everyone’s great frustration.


    Regardless of whether you work in a physical or virtual environment, as an employee you always have certain responsibilities and duties that must be performed, and managers to whom you must report. Every day, the work environment is filled with staff interactions, project deadlines, and discussions about work goals in which there will be agreements and disagreements. There are always competing objectives that are limited by available resources, and the pressure this creates seldom brings out the best in people. It can turn managers into demanding individuals who seem to become irrational and can be very difficult to work with in a constructive manner.


    Your skill levels and subject matter proficiency, as well as your work ethic, are all key to your success. However, when faced with an impossible boss, it also becomes crucial to have the skill to deal with that person. Without this ability, your situation at work could become unbearable and you might be forced to start looking for another job.


    In this book we identify eight archetypal difficult managers whom we have encountered repeatedly in different companies we’ve worked at over the years. These eight objectionable managers consistently required extra effort to deal with, regardless of whether we reported directly to them or had to manage or work with them.


    Meet Ms Say-Me: The competitive control freak, Mr Tumbleweed: The indecisive worrier, Mr Bright: The needy smarty pants, Ms Crosswire: The disorganised people schmoozer, Ms When-We: The stuck-in-the-past broken record, Mr Make-Up: The seemingly nice manipulator, Mr Slow-Lounge: The disengaged passenger and Mr Illusion: The calculated political strategist. Some of these impossible bosses are fairly easy to recognise but others – such as Mr Illusion and Mr Make-Up – are not.


    Each archetype creates uniquely problematic situations at work and all of them can leave your career stuck in an invisible cage, going nowhere. At face value, four of the impossible bosses simply appear to have several poor work habits and specific dislikes, but even these can distract you from your own career goals and stifle your professional progress.


    We are working on the assumption that you might have your own career goals or at the very least would like to know how to deal with your impossible boss. While we understand that not all employees have leadership ambitions, we will assume that everyone reading this book has personal career goals and finds meaning and fulfilment in their work. Whether you hope to climb the career ladder or not, it is often difficult to demonstrate your true value and leadership skills when you struggle to manage your relationship with your manager and start to feel marginalised.


    In some industries or professions, this can happen more frequently than in others, and difficult managers can have a real impact on who gets ahead and who doesn’t.


    For one, impossible bosses can obstruct your growth by hiding corporate ladders from you. As a result, you may not reach your full potential or grow into the leader you would like to become. You may also lose precious time as you get caught up in trying to cope with the pressures an impossible boss creates instead of working towards your career goals.


    A distinguishing characteristic of a strong person in the workplace is the ability to deal successfully with difficult individuals. Whether you want to prove yourself as such, or simply wish to make office life bearable, you need to learn how to manage your impossible boss. If you approach the situation with an open mind and an inquisitive attitude, you will learn much about yourself and others.


    It is not necessarily easy or comfortable achieving this kind of growth, but the battle is half won once you realise your manager is displaying characteristics of one of the archetypes. Once you know who and what you are dealing with, you can change the way in which you respond to them, and you’ll gradually learn to manage tricky interactions.


    This book will help you not only to identify but also to demystify these eight impossible bosses. Most importantly, it offers secret strategies to deal with them, which should enable you to turn tough situations around, and do so in a short space of time. This will lead to greater stability at work.


    By recognising the type of manager you are dealing with, and by using the secret strategies to deal with them more effectively, you are taking back control and giving yourself a much better chance to make an impact at work. You’ll be able to utilise your time better, reduce the pressure due to stressful situations, and create better outcomes for yourself, your team and the company.


    Each chapter describes a few typical scenarios – based on real-life experiences – that one could find oneself in with that specific manager type. It also offers an explanation from a psychological perspective for their actions and reactions. This is followed by secret strategies for how to avoid unnecessary conflict, untangle knotty situations, get better results and enrich your work experience.


    Each chapter concludes with advice on how to recognise any invisible cages you might find yourself, in and the factors that should influence your decision to stay on or to leave a position where you report to a difficult manager. Throughout this book, we refer to the different ways in which the various impossible bosses can restrict you to an invisible cage, depending on their unique impossible traits. These invisible cages could include standing in for your manager without getting recognition for it or constantly doing extra work because your manager overpromised on a project.


    Sometimes it is because it suits them better that you are constantly busy with their objectives. In this instance, the invisible cage you will find yourself in is that you have little time to focus on your own goals and growth. They may even convince you that additional studies and development are not required and that you are perfect as you are – because the time that goes into studying means less time for you to attend to their objectives.


    In another instance, it may be that the invisible cage is having limited opportunity to demonstrate the value you offer, for example, when your impossible boss shuts down all your ideas because they don’t like it when anyone else puts forward good ideas. Sometimes their lack of decision-making becomes your invisible cage, as it locks the team into a cage where difficult and important matters are never resolved, and goals are rarely achieved. Precious time is lost, and no one can move forward.


    It is important to look out for these invisible cages or restrictions, as it prevents you from showing up as the best version of yourself.


    At the same time, note how some impossible bosses use the prospect of climbing the corporate ladder to limit their team or to protect themselves. Impossible bosses often use the promise of promotion and growth opportunities – and their power to either open or close these opportunities for you – as bait. They dangle possibilities in front of employees to get them to put in extra hours. You end up sacrificing family and personal time to pander to an impossible boss’s overpromise or to stand in yet again when they are off on a business trip. Impossible bosses can also withhold from you opportunities to be promoted, especially if they feel threatened by you.


    Once you are aware of how an impossible boss can impact your professional growth, you will be motivated to actively manage that relationship and make better choices around how to respond to them. That is why we also offer a range of secret strategies to manage your manager.


    In most instances, the secret strategies entail that you change the way you behave in certain situations. The secret strategies do not require you to change who you are. Rather, they are techniques that you can use to interact with your manager – and other colleagues – for more effective outcomes. If you use these techniques authentically and consistently, you will find that your manager will slowly become accustomed to your responses and will begin to expect a certain reaction or behaviour from you whenever they deal with you.


    Some strategies are more complex to execute and, in such instances, we have provided more elaborate examples of how to go about things. The secret strategies for some of the more complex characters also offer a bigger variety of options, but where there are fewer strategies, they can be re-used in different situations.


    As a warning: initially some of the strategies may make you feel slightly resentful, as it requires you to subtly lead your boss in their thinking. However, the alternatives are to fight with your manager or to do nothing. We have learnt over time that investing your energy upfront in managing your relationship with your manager will be a more fruitful course of action in the long run, rather than constantly having to do damage control after their actions have impacted negatively on your career.


    In an ironic twist, the corporate environment often rewards difficult managers with a promotion, and for some reason the more senior you become the greater the likelihood of you reporting to an impossible boss.


    This book supports all employees at all levels – those who aspire to become leaders and those who want to be highly functioning and valued team members. The fact of the matter is that these eight archetypal managers show up at all levels. At more junior levels, the manager types tend to be milder, but the intensity increases the more senior they become. If your manager is very senior, there is the additional risk that other managers will start to mimic their poor leadership style. At times like these, it is important to remind yourself that you can adopt a positive leadership style and that you are not compelled to follow in their footsteps.


    When you do feel compelled to leave an impossible boss, make sure you leave with the best possible results. That means using the time and the opportunity to practise managing your impossible boss, as there will be more of them to come during your career. If you stay, be clear as to why you are staying and ask yourself what there is to learn, to grow and to develop, which would justify tolerating the situation created by an impossible boss. If you go the extra mile with an impossible boss, you must be certain that it will eventually help your career and that it isn’t only your impossible boss who will benefit from your tenacity and extra-hard work.


    We are thankful for every type of manager who has crossed our paths because in many different ways they have helped us grow. We would not have wanted it any differently and we enjoyed working for most of them.


    The manager types in this book do not refer to any specific person but are consolidations of experiences, over time and at many different organisations. We tested these characters by providing our drafts for reading to various of our colleagues and friends who also recognised the eight archetypes from their own experiences.


    You can use this book in different ways:


    ■Use it as a sounding board to make you feel less alone in terms of the weight you must carry due to your impossible boss.


    ■Use it to understand why your manager is the way he or she is. Stephen Covey wrote: ‘Seek first to understand, then to be understood’. One of our goals is to empower you and to make you realise that there is no need to take the actions of your impossible boss personally.


    ■Use it to help you focus on the value proposition it has for your career, to be able to decide to stay and give extra. If staying and giving extra contributes only to your impossible boss’s career, it is not the best use of your time. If it contributes to both your and your boss’s growth and career, it means that you will have returns on staying and seeing out a difficult work situation. The extra that you give must contribute to your own career and not just your impossible boss’s progress.


    ■Use it to coach others when they are dealing with an impossible boss.


    ■Use it for self-development. If you recognise any of these characteristics in your own leadership style, pause to consider whether this may have slowed down your evolution in your role or organisation. You can use these insights to consider your own impact on subordinates and to mull over changing some aspects of your leadership style.


    ■Use it for entertainment.


    The names we have given for each of the characters link to their core recognisable character.


    You do not need to read the book from front to back. You can dip in and out, read selectively or quickly access a secret strategy to deal with a situation. Often there is limited time to act after a challenging encounter with your manager. Our wish is that you are able to read a chapter overnight and execute your secret strategy the next day.


    There are other characters in our archive which we may dust off and write about later. But for now, meet our favourite eight impossible bosses.

  


  
    A brief overview of psychological influences


    This book is aimed at enabling you to better understand and manage your relationship with a difficult manager and the tricky situations relating to them. To meet this objective, we have identified eight archetypal managers and described the key characteristics they display in the workplace.


    To explain their behaviour, we relied on a variety of theories, including Carl Jung’s analytical psychology and the Big Five Personality Model. Both are popular when analysing personality traits because they offer simple, but sophisticated insights from which to learn. In this chapter, we will introduce you to the basics of Jungian psychology, which underpins the Myers-Briggs Type Indicator, Jungian Type Index (JTI) and Insights assessments, as well as the Big Five Personality Model.


    Jungian psychology


    Carl Jung was a Swiss psychologist and psychiatrist (1875–1961) who developed analytical psychology in response to Sigmund Freud’s psychoanalysis. Initially, Jung was reportedly a supporter of Freud because they shared a keen interest in the unconscious. Both believed it played an important role in shaping a person’s personality. (In fact, at Freud’s request, Jung became the president of the newly formed International Psychoanalytical Association.)


    When Freud started to emphasise infantile sexuality in his psychoanalysis – for instance, his theory of the Oedipus complex – Jung publicly criticised Freud’s work. After that, the two parted ways. Jung went on to develop his own version of psychoanalysis, and this approach lends itself well to analysing difficult personalities in a practical – and less sexual – way.


    While both psychologists were interested in the unconscious mind, some of the differences between them are worth understanding for this book. Freud, for instance, believed the unconscious was a place where unacceptable desires get repressed, whereas Jung believed the unconscious repressed memories specific to an individual’s past. Both believed that the unconscious – that part of the mind to which we don’t have easy access – is important in shaping personality and behaviour. We believe the repressed memories are relevant for explaining some of the impossible bosses’ behaviours in this book.


    Secondly, Freud regarded the cause of human behaviour as being solely based on past (childhood) experiences, whereas Jung regarded the cause of behaviour to be based on past experiences, as well as future aspirations. We liked this balance because future ambitions have definitely influenced some of these managers.


    Thirdly, Jung regarded the role of a person’s libido to be a general source of energy that motivates a range of behaviours, whereas Freud regarded a person’s libido to be a source of energy specific to sexual gratification.


    The Jungian archetypes


    Jung identified a large number of archetypes but paid particular attention to the following four: the self, the persona, the shadow and the anima/animus.


    In Jungian psychology, archetypes represent patterns and images that are a part of the collective unconscious. The collective unconscious provides us with a kind of innate and unspecific knowledge that we all share, and which is derived from all of human history.


    The persona (or mask) is the outward face we present to the world, but it conceals our real self. This is the public face a person presents to others and is generally different to who they really are. The mask plays a huge role for all of the manager archetypes discussed in this book.


    The anima/animus is an archetype that refers to how each sex manifests attitudes and behaviour of the other by virtue of centuries of living together. The psyche of a woman contains masculine aspects (the animus archetype) and the psyche of a man contains feminine aspects (the anima archetype).


    The shadow is the instinctual side of the personality (similar to the id in Freud). It is the source of both our creative and our destructive energies. Given the trouble our difficult managers create, it is necessary to consider how their shadow influences them.


    Finally, the self is a unified sense of conscious and unconscious. Creating a self occurs through a process known as individuation, in which the various aspects of personality are integrated.


    Jung also described various other archetypes (mother, father, warrior, magician) and suggested that the existing archetypes were not static or fixed. Instead, many different archetypes may overlap or combine at any given time.


    In Jung’s book The Undiscovered Self he argued that many problems of modern life were caused by ‘man’s progressive alienation from his instinctual foundation’. For example, the more a person tries to create a socially picture-perfect life, the more they will lose themselves in the process. This socially influenced mask often goes unquestioned by millions, but as a result, many people end up developing insecurities believing, for instance, that they are not successful, beautiful or clever enough. These things play out in the behaviours of many an impossible boss.


    The Big Five Personality Model


    The Big Five Personality Model assesses people using five different factors.


    1.Openness: People with a high level of openness like to learn new things, enjoy new experiences and love new challenges. Those with a low level of openness, resist change and new ideas. This often makes them difficult to work with.


    2.Conscientiousness: People who have a high degree of conscientiousness are reliable and prompt. Traits include being organised, methodical and thorough.


    3.Extroversion: Extroverts get their energy from interacting with others, while introverts get their energy from within themselves. Extroversion includes traits such as being energetic, talkative and assertive.


    4.Agreeableness: Individuals who display high agreeableness are friendly, cooperative and compassionate, while those with low agreeableness may be more distant. Traits include being kind, affectionate and sympathetic.


    5.Neuroticism or emotional stability: This dimension relates to one’s emotional stability and degree of negative emotions. People who score high on neuroticism often experience emotional instability and negative emotions. Traits include being moody and tense.


    How does one assess people?


    There are many different personality assessment types, but the two most popular types are the Big Five Personality Model and the Myers-Briggs Type Indicator (MBTI). Both the Big Five and the MBTI offer insights that help people to understand themselves and others better. The Myers-Briggs assessments are based on testing for the following characteristics:


    ■Extroversion – introversion (the way we get and use our energy).


    ■Thinking – feeling (the way we make decisions).


    ■Sensing – intuition (the way we process data).


    ■Judging – perceiving (the way we deal with the world).


    All of these were factors we considered when analysing the eight archetypes. Keep these factors in mind when you read about each of the difficult managers, but remember that no personality assessment test is perfect, and all have been criticised for one aspect or another.


    Nevertheless, these models provide a valuable framework with which to analyse and interpret behaviour. Once you understand some of the psychological drivers behind your difficult boss, it could be much easier to identify different ways of dealing with them, and make it easier for you not to take their actions personally.

  


  
    1


    Ms Say-Me: The competitive control freak


    When a Ms Say-Me is the manager, she truly is the boss, and everyone knows she’s in charge. She makes sure of that. If she feels that you don’t get it, she will humiliate you in front of others to make sure you get in line. Roger White discovered this to his horror in a meeting one day. Ms Say-Me spoke all the time in the meeting and when White tried to contribute, he was told to keep quiet and that only she had the right to speak.


    Beware of Ms Say-Me. She can make the toughest person cry at work if you challenge her authority or disregard her. She creates a threatening environment in which she communicates very clearly that she is to be feared.


    Lionel Richie sang ‘Say you, say me,’ but the first of our archetypal managers does not sing along to the next line: ‘Say it together, naturally.’ She cares only for the ‘say me’ part and doing anything together is a foreign concept to her. For Ms Say-Me, relationships present an interesting conundrum. She knows, in theory, that she needs to invest in them more, but truthfully speaking, she just can’t be bothered.


    Every idea must look like it comes from Ms Say-Me and if another person comes up with something she thinks makes her look bad, that person is quickly put in their place. She is quick to criticise, so beware of her in a meeting if she feels your work is not up to scratch. She will think nothing of doing a performance appraisal right there and then and it won’t be good.


    Ms Say-Me is results-driven and highly effective, so people in the organisation often overlook her behaviour. When White complained to Ms Say-Me’s boss, his complaints were pointedly ignored.


    Her colleagues and subordinates are simply people who work with or for her, not much more. Ms Say-Me is someone who won’t typically put a lot of effort into being friendly or even polite to subordinates. People she considers less important are kept at a distance, especially if the situation is one in which status plays a role. If she ever calls her subordinates ‘teammates’, it will only be to appear inclusive.


    Despite all of this, Ms Say-Me is a complex and interesting personality type. You may find yourself in a love-hate relationship with her, as her energy brings a lot of value to a team and an organisation, but often at the cost of healthy relationships. Her drive for success and her impatience to get results, are key ingredients to any business.


    CHARACTERISTICS OF MS SAY-ME


    Many managers share aspects of Ms Say-Me’s difficult traits, but when you get this mix of competitiveness, a need for control and unresolved insecurities, you have a manager more difficult than average to manage. This is an individual who typically embodies several extreme personality traits.


    Instils fear 


    Ms Say-Me uses fear to keep subordinates in invisible cages and hide corporate ladders from them. Since her position in the company is very important to her and she enjoys having a certain status, she will use threats and warnings, or other aggressive behaviours, to instil fear and make herself ‘bigger than she is’ if she thinks that you do not respect her or her position.


    Why does she do this? It is because she has learnt that instilling fear ensures psychological subservience. This helps to creates the invisible cages in which she places subordinates. Each threat is a reminder of the cage, and it is a highly effective way to ensure that her place on the organisational throne goes unchallenged.


    Ms Say-Me enjoys having the power to decide who will get a pay increase and who will not, and she won’t hesitate to remind you of this fact. In doing so, she emphasises her power to give you access to, or keep you away from, a corporate ladder. Your performance won’t count unless she lets it, and she can remove that ladder faster than anyone else.


    She prides herself on having the ability to be ruthless with her words – she doesn’t shy away from telling subordinates how useless they are, nor from humiliating them in public. Ms Say-Me won’t hesitate to tear up a report and toss it across the table. Have you noticed how quickly she can make others cry at work? And that she seems proud of it?


    When a new secretary joins the company, she might find it difficult to write minutes of the first team meetings she attends due to Ms Say-Me’s self-centred talking and the few resolutions that are taken. At the next team meeting, the secretary is publicly reprimanded by Ms Say-Me for the shoddy minutes. She might get a lecture about her inadequate administrative skills and be told that these types of mistakes will not to be tolerated.


    The entire team will silently witness the diatribe and feel extremely sorry for the new secretary, but no one will dare to intervene. The new secretary might be close to tears, but will not show it, in case it fuels the fire.


    Ms Say-Me’s tyrannical behaviour is a form of muscle-flexing. She is showing that she is powerful and fearless. She easily hands out warnings to anyone on her team.


    Interestingly, her use of fear comes and goes according to her mood. As a response to the fearmongering, her colleagues have learnt to first ascertain what mood she is in before approaching her. If she is in a bad mood, they know they might be in for elevated levels of aggression or a scolding. If she is in a good mood, Ms Say-Me won’t make a fuss about mistakes. She might even laugh with the same colleague she scolded a few days before. Her unpredictability heightens the underlying dread employees have for her because they never know where they stand.


    Ms Say-Me loves the fact that her staff fear her, and she will use personal information to reduce someone’s position. She is known for surprising employees with personal details about their health, gleaned from the health and wellness reports, or with probing comments about wealth due to access to confidential information. She might do this in a casual social setting or in front of others in a meeting. Her currency is anxiety, and she loves to sow the jitters, which always gives her an advantage.


    When an employee returns from sick leave, she might use executive meeting time to ask that person why they were off sick and what illness they had. ‘Do you know that I have never been off sick for one day in my whole career?’ you might hear her say. Ms Say-Me is always in control and she wants you to know that even germs are aware of this.


    Codes of conduct mean little to Ms Say-Me. When it comes to rules, well, those simply don’t apply to her. She hates them since they restrict her personal power. She doesn’t want to be inhibited in any way. So, when it comes to dismissals and human resources practices, Ms Say-Me will typically hold little regard for the law. She believes that she will always find a way around limits on her power.


    In fact, Ms Say-Me has been to the labour court so many times, she feels confident about the processes and feels capable of representing herself. She relishes a good fight. With this approach to the rules, she communicates to the rest of the business that she is above the law – another cunning way she maintains her power.


    Wants to be in control


    Ms Say-Me likes to have control over her subordinates’ time, the resources they have access to, the tasks they are working on and how they are completed. This makes her a very demanding manager.


    She will check up more than the average manager on how your work time is spent. She might, for example, call employees who work remotely at odd hours, such as 16:30 on a Friday afternoon, to ask them about arbitrary points, simply to demonstrate that your time is her time.


    She also likes to control resources, such as access to a colour printer, levels of system access, invitations to meetings and to client events that might put a team member at an advantage. The more she limits others, the better her competitive advantage.


    In some instances, she lays claim to personal time. A Ms Say-Me once called an employee at 15:00 on a public holiday asking them to prepare something for her and instructed the employee to have it ready before 19:00 that same evening. It didn’t matter to her that the employee had family responsibilities and was at that time having a picnic with his family.


    A Ms Say-Me might have adult or no children herself. As a result she finds it highly annoying when employees spend time with their families, especially when she needs them to do something for her. She demands that her employees are always available, and she doesn’t like it when they are not as responsive after hours as during office hours.


    If an employee works remotely, she might make a point of calling them at a time when she thinks she may catch them out doing something other than work.


    While many managers micromanage subordinates, this level of micromanagement is about an extreme need for control. For the same reason, she might also want to know which meetings you are attending, especially when she herself has not been invited. She will also force people to keep time sheets, even if they’re unnecessary.


    Controlling resources and employees’ time helps her to demonstrate that she has control over others.


    Ms Say-Me decided years ago that one of the ways in which she can leave her mark on the world is to make at least one change a day. Of course, this change will never relate to anything she is working on, but rather to the tasks performed by subordinates.


    It does not really matter to her whether her proposed change makes sense or adds value. It’s not about that, but about change for the sake of dominating others and demonstrating her prerogative to issue instructions willy-nilly. During a workday, she’ll become anxious if she has not given an instruction for a change by a certain time and will start looking for opportunities to do so. That is why a staff member might get a call from Ms Say-Me late in the afternoon with an instruction to change the order of an agenda, use a different font in a report, or any other random pettiness.


    When Ms Say-Me attends someone else’s meetings, there is little chance that the meeting host will achieve the objectives on their agenda because not long into the meeting Ms Say-Me will interrupt and insert herself front and centre in a leading position. She does this, not only to control the outcome of the meeting but because she adores the attention.


    She might stride over to the whiteboard to lay out how she believes things should be done, and it will take some effort to get her to sit down again. When she does, at last, very little time will be left. She will conclude that nothing much has been achieved in the meeting and make sure everyone knows she thinks that.


    Why does Ms Say-Me create all this drama? Because it ensures that she has an audience, and if an employee’s family is also affected by her power play, her ego has successfully captured an even bigger audience. And the bigger her audience is, the bigger the stage for her power to be observed. The bigger the drama, the sooner she will get her way, hopefully with as little resistance as possible.


    Provokes conflict 


    Ms Say-Me likes to make comments to employees that are insulting or will provoke conflict. Should they have a negative response to her comments, she’ll say she was only joking and accuse them of not having a sense of humour, adding insult to injury.


    She never hesitates to cut down a subordinate, even in front of others, so that she comes out on top of a discussion.


    Staff members who dare to disagree with or confront Ms Say-Me, will find that she would rather attack them than engage rationally and calmly with their argument or concern. She will easily embarrass any staff member who takes her on, and she’ll do it publicly, ensuring silence and compliance by installing a general fear of incurring her wrath. Ms Say-Me likes conflict because she knows she can usually get people to back down.


    Ms Say-Me loves to ask seemingly innocent personal questions, feigning interest in others. It’s another way in which she wields power, gaining a wide range of knowledge about people’s lives so that she can use the information against them at a later stage.


    The other reason she does this is because she is comparing herself to you and collecting evidence of her own accomplishments. She usually has a follow-up response to your answer ready even before she has asked the question. The sole intent is to prove to herself that she compares favourably.


    Ms Say-Me also knows from experience that when she puts others down like this it creates an inner conflict in the person with whom she is interacting and throws them off balance. It leaves them doubting themselves and feeling inferior. At the same time, it makes her feel very much in control.


    Wants the spotlight


    Ms Say-Me loves the spotlight. She is always the one holding the microphone and insinuating herself as the star on the stage. Other meeting participants are mere extras on set. She hogs the limelight and there’s no doubt that she finds everything she talks about or proposes incredibly impressive – and so should you.


    When a subordinate has a useful thought, Ms Say-Me will rarely acknowledge it and try to turn the spotlight back to herself or even subtly try to steal the idea by making it her own. She will elaborate on it, often adding several sequential concepts to bring the focus (and the credit) back to her. This approach can be compared to adding a hundred carriages to a steam train: after a while, no one notices the engine anymore.


    The reason she does this is because other people’s bright solutions increase her insecurity about her own intelligence, value or power. This is also why she doesn’t want to be rushed when the spotlight is on her. She will often literally start talking slower to give the audience an opportunity to not only hear clearly what she has to say, but also witness her ‘thinking out loud.’


    Leadership 101 teaches us that effective communication centres not only on talking or instructing employees, but also on listening to them. Ms Say-Me, however, doesn’t share this belief.


    She sometimes talks non-stop in meetings, especially when she wants to force consensus. Ms Say-Me will carry on until people are so exhausted, they’ll agree to anything. Being in a strategic planning session with Ms Say-Me is hard going because even the facilitator will have trouble trying to do their job. If she doesn’t like the suggestions of a team member, she’ll simply elaborate on her ideas until everyone else capitulates. Anyone with experience of working with Ms Say-Me thinks twice before saying anything.


    In an apparent contradiction, when Ms Say-Me chairs meetings, she will always make clear that time is of the essence. That is, until it’s her time to speak. In one instance, a Ms Say-Me was timed by one of her subordinates and she spoke for an hour-and-a-half during a two-hour meeting. The rest of the team (about 15 people) collectively spoke for 30 minutes.


    When she isn’t holding the floor, Ms Say-Me loves to interrupt people – on the odd occasion another person is afforded a chance to speak – especially if the person says something with which she disagrees. She is also in the habit of ignoring people who have indicated that they want a chance to speak.


    Ms Say-Me hates silences and feels compelled to talk, even if what she has to say doesn’t really make sense. She enjoys talking about herself and her family and most team members will be familiar with their names and how successful, rich, famous or beautiful they are. Unwitting co-workers might enquire after the wellbeing of her family members in the vague hope of scoring brownie points with her. It seldom works out for them as their interest merely fans the flames of her egotistical megalomania.
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