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HELP AT LAST FOR

THE WORKING WOUNDED®


“Humorous insight and close-to-the-ground advice.”

—Dallas Morning News

“If you’re looking for a laugh between chores, check out WORKING WOUNDED. . . . Rosner offers advice on dealing with a variety of modern workplace issues.”

—Chicago Sun-Times

“Readable. . . . Fast paced. . . . A timely topic. . . . Rosner cuts to the chase on serious issues.”

—Library Journal

“Showcases Bob Rosner’s wit, wisdom, and insights about coping with the demands of the workplace today.”

—Seattle Post-Intelligencer

“The most informative and subversive business book I’ve read in years. It works because it’s ironic without being cynical, in your face and still wise.”

—Gifford Pinchot, bestselling author of Intrapreneuring: Why You Don’t Have to Leave the Corporation to Become an Entrepreneur


“[A] survival guide . . . on how to endure nasty bosses and unmanageable employees.”

—Orlando Sentinel

“Your survival tool for work. It will help you solve your own problems without relying on H.R. ‘secrets.’ Get ready to laugh and learn.”

—Pam Harkins, director of human resources, Starbucks Coffee Company

“Right on the money, delivering smart advice that makes you smile.”

—Jane Bryant Quinn, Newsweek columnist and author of Making the Most of Your Money


“A lively manual on common workplace aggravations.”

—Seattle Weekly


“Salve for the working stiff.”

—Jeffrey L. Seglin, executive editor, Inc. magazine

“Funny. . . . Your secret weapon in the workplace war.”

—Dayton Daily News

“A lively treatment of a sore subject . . . an ample mix of wisdom, humor, and empathy.”

—William D. Ruckelshaus, chairman, Browning-Ferris Industries and founding director, Environmental Protection Agency

“An excellent guide for employers wanting to better understand how to motivate, train, and retain quality employees.”


—Freemont News-Messenger (OH)

“Bob Rosner examines the full spectrum of employee woes . . . and offers advice on coping with the world of work.”


—Rotarian (Evanston, IL)

“Not only a friend of the working person, it also offers skills and tools to survive in the workplace. If you’re employed, you need to read it.”

—Wally Amos, author of Watermelon Magic: Seeds of Wisdom, Slices of Life


“Funny . . . helpful . . . balm for the ‘working wounded’ across America. His advice on becoming an entrepreneur is right on target.”

—Jane Applegate, syndicated small-business columnist and author of 201 Great Ideas for Your Small Business


“Readers will learn something new and will certainly enjoy this book.”

—Hans Gutsch, senior vice president of human resources and environment, Compaq Computer Corporation

“A fabulous compilation of some of the best business advice about coping in the workplace.”

—Julie Bick, author of All I Really Need to Know in Business I Learned at Microsoft
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Dedicated to everyone who’s been wounded at work.

(But remember, in the words of Kafka,

“We too have weapons.”)





IS THIS BOOK FOR YOU?

1. How do you feel about your job?



a. It’s like walking up the down escalator

b. It’s like a concrete overcoat

c. It’s like underwear that’s too tight

d. It’s like an old pair of jeans



2. By and large my co-workers . . .



a. Are more interested in my business than doing theirs

b. Can push my buttons better than my parents

c. Co-workers? You mean the people over there playing computer solitaire?

d. Are people I trust and enjoy



3. How secure do you feel in your job?



a. Like I’m living on borrowed time

b. I’ll never get out of here, it’s like quicksand

c. Like a neighborhood mom-and-pop store going up against Wal-Mart

d. I’ve already picked out my gold watch



4. Do a good job in my company and you get . . .



a. A pat on the back

b. Are you kidding? Only the muckety-mucks get credit for anything around here

c. In my company there is no such thing as a job well done

d. The three Rs: respect, recognition and rewards




5. Does work seem to be rigged in “their” favor?



a. Yeah, it’s rigged by my boss

b. Yeah, it’s rigged by my competitors

c. Yeah, it’s rigged by a clique of my co-workers

d. Nah, it feels pretty fair to me



6. If they made a movie about your company, who would play your boss?



a. Darth Vader

b. Kramer

c. Scrooge

d. Glinda, the good witch



Give yourself 1 point for every a, b or c answer and 2 points for every d answer.

If you scored:

6 or less

You’re one of the working wounded. Find a comfortable chair because you’ve got a lot of reading to do.

7 to 11

You’re in the target zone. Keep reading for tips on how to dodge the bullets.

12

Is your company hiring? Whom should I send my résumé to?




When I walk on stage, I’ve got to feel like it’s the most important thing in the world. Also I got to feel like, well, it’s only rock and roll.

BRUCE SPRINGSTEEN, still my favorite “Boss”




WHAT BUGS YOU ABOUT WORK?


	

Everything? See Chapter 1, Shot Full of Holes, for the Working Wounded approach to work and philosophy.



	

Your co-workers? See Chapter 2, Poked from All Sides, for tips on protecting yourself from tripping over their baggage.



	

Your boss? See Chapter 3, Pummeled from Above, for tips on getting the autonomy and recognition you deserve.



	

Your employees? See Chapter 4, Battered from Below, for pointers on managing against the odds.



	

Missing a promotion? See Chapter 5, Squeezed into a Box, to learn Career Monopoly, the game that can advance your career.



	

Getting out? See Chapter 6, Struggling to Get Out, for tips on breaking out of your current job and into one that’s better.



	

Making the sale? See Chapter 7, Pushed to Perform, to make sales (and salespeople) less deadly.



	

Stress? See Chapter 8, Staying Alive, for tips on punching back when the clock punches you.



	

Dealing with new technology? See Chapter 9, Stuck in the Web, for tips on making technology your partner.



	

Feeling like you’re about to be let go? See Chapter 10, Shoved out the Door, for tips on toughening your exit and softening your landing.



	

Dreams of being on your own? See Chapter 11, Sick and Tired and Ready to Be My Own Boss, for tips on making it as an entrepreneur.



	

Wondering what it all means? See Chapter 12, Dodging the Bullets, for tips on finding satisfaction on job.











 

CHAPTER 1


SHOT FULL OF HOLES

Just Trying to Survive 9 to 5




ARE YOU ONE OF THE WORKING WOUNDED?

Have you taken a few bullets in the course of your career? I’m not talking about disgruntled postal workers here; I’m talking about the other kind of workplace “bullet” that can wound your heart, your mind and your career. You know the ammo: inflexible bosses, irritating co-workers, counterproductive corporate policies and the like. Well, over the years I’ve met plenty of people who were wounded on the job, but scar for scar none can match Jane—and what she taught me about workplace survival.


I’d been hired as a consultant to help restructure a large department at an insurance company, and since tensions had mounted during the project, I’d invited several of the key players to my home for a purely social evening. We were well into dinner before the conversation drifted away from shoptalk, but as I got up to pass the pasta for the second time I heard Jane, a manager in the department, talking about her sinuses.

“That’s why I’m out so much,” she was saying. “I’ve had trouble with my sinuses ever since I was shot.”

“Ever since you were what?”

“Ever since I was shot.”

Instantly, a dozen voices broke out. “You were shot!” “When were you shot?” “Who shot you?”

Jane shrugged as if it were the most natural thing in the world. “Oh, my ex-husband shot me, but luckily the bullet lodged in my head.” She pointed to the left of her nose. “I’ve had a devil of a sinus problem ever since.”

Instantly the room grew still. I could guess what people were thinking. Jane had taken a lot of flak for her frequent absences. People begrudged her the time away and resented picking up her slack. A few had even tried to bar her from a key committee as a form of retaliation. Now, in light of her revelation, they were feeling guilty about their behavior.

Jane laughed as she described the challenges of going through airport security machines and getting X rays from unsuspecting doctors (“I don’t know how to break this to you, ma’am, but you seem to have a bullet in your head”). And as she talked, words of support and consolation spread around the table. By the time we adjourned at close to midnight, the co-workers were more congenial than I’d ever seen them. The dinner didn’t resolve the tension created by the department’s restructuring, but it did go a long way toward smoothing relations between Jane and her colleagues.

Well, Jane is the only person I’ve ever met who actually had a bullet in her head. But I’ve met plenty of others who felt as if they had one—or who wanted to put one into someone else’s. Because that’s the nature of the workplace: one person’s actions, whether intentional or unintended, can send shrapnel flying through the organization.
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MAYBE THEY SHOULD CALL IT UNFRIENDLY FIRE

I bet you’ve even taken some ammo yourself. Ever felt like you were pummeled into submission by an unfair boss? Or like you were poked till it hurt by cantankerous co-workers? Or like you were being squeezed by a system that wasn’t giving you adequate recognition? If so, welcome to the working wounded—you’ve taken your share of workplace flak.

And you don’t need to be a line worker to be in the line of fire. Bosses get wounded, too; so do entrepreneurs. Perhaps you’ve felt battered by customers who thought that therapy was included in the warranty. Or by employees whose specialty was pushing your buttons. Or by bankers who wanted proof that your business didn’t need a loan before they’d deign to approve one. Whatever your position, shots to the head, heart and wallet are unavoidable at work—even in a job you love.

The irony, of course, is that most of us could handle the flak if it just came from our competitors. But it doesn’t. Most of it comes from people who are supposed to be on our side. Or worse still, it’s self-inflicted—due to miscommunication, or to good intentions gone astray, or just to our own thickheadedness.


ADVICE THAT ADDS INSIGHT TO INJURY

That’s why I created Working Wounded™. I’d been a consultant to the Fortune 500 and the U.S. government, gotten an MBA and taught in an MBA program, and founded three corporations (one for-profit and two nonprofits). In short, I’d had a lot of contact with a lot of people in a lot of different settings. And I’d begun to realize that the one thing that could keep people in the workplace even later at night than the race to make an artificial deadline was the chance to talk about the race to make an artificial deadline. People need to talk about their jobs! But ironically, while there were radio shows, advice columns and Web sites on virtually every other aspect of human endeavor—from nurturing relationships to fixing carburetors to growing zucchini—there was no public forum in which people could come together to laugh and learn about their jobs. Except for Dilbert—that font of workplace wit and wisdom—there wasn’t anything that spoke to ordinary people about what really goes on at work. And there was nothing that gave people customized, practical information for tackling their work and career dilemmas. To paraphrase Lily Tomlin, together we were all going through work alone.

So I created Working Wounded—the anti-guru guru (or, as one of my first editors called it, “the Martha Stewart of the underemployed”). It’s a syndicated business advice column (with an affiliated TV news segment and Web site) that doesn’t taste like medicine and that doesn’t pretend that the solutions to all workplace problems involve reengineering, TQM, teamwork or anything with “one minute” in the title. On the contrary, Working Wounded believes that the solutions to your workplace problems must be devised and implemented by you. (After all, they’re your problems so who else could possibly fix them?)

Of course, I’m not there with you in the trenches, dealing with your boss, your boss’s boss, your nemesis in another department or your idiosyncratic corporate culture. So I can’t tell you exactly what to do. But I’ve found that telling people what to do rarely works, anyway. So instead I ask a lot of questions to help you analyze your situation. Then I offer strategies that have been proven in the real world to mitigate that kind of problem. Finally, I give you another place to turn if you’d like more information.

The advice in Working Wounded comes from a world that is normally off limits to all but the corner-office in-crowd. For instance, we take our readers’ questions to $350 an hour attorneys (the same ones who normally represent the company), to directors of human resources, a.k.a. personnel (who reveal the resources they use to manage worker complaints), and to specialists in a variety of workplace issues. These folks give readers the same advice they usually give to corporations after the companies have paid really big bucks. So in a way, Working Wounded is like an HR department for the rest of us. All expenses paid.

And because Working Wounded is an award-winning site on the World Wide Web (http://workingwounded.com) we also have our ear to the people’s grapevine. That means we can gather feedback from all over the world about how to handle similar problems, and we can provide polls and surveys as well as people’s own strategies for addressing the issues covered in the book.

How did I decide what issues to cover in this book? It’s simple: I let our readers decide. Cranky co-workers, ballistic bosses, how to deal with technology, how to get out . . . those are the issues readers write to us about, so those are the issues we’ve included. I answer the most universal letters, the ones that have the broadest appeal, so that, hopefully, all readers will get something out of the columns. Here I’ve arranged them by subject category—so you can quickly find exactly the information you need to scratch your particular itch.


BUT I’M NOT WOUNDED

And what if you’re not having problems? Why bother reading this book? Because you never know what to expect . . . as I learned from experience.

Back in college I took a course in abnormal psychology. (No, I wasn’t the subject of the class.) One day the professor lectured on the behavioral psychologist B. F. Skinner, and as he described an experiment in which Skinner trained pigeons to spot defects in a product with nearly 100 percent accuracy, the woman next to me began to cry. I knew it was impolite, but I had to ask what was making her cry. “I just got fired from my job,” she sniffed. “I’m sorry,” I whispered. “Don’t be sorry,” she sobbed. “I hated the job. But I worked in quality control. I’m not even as good as a pigeon!”

Well, that day I learned there’s not much you can say to a woman who just lost her job to a bird. I also learned that work is full of the unexpected. You never know what’s going to fly in from left field, or where the stuff is going to land. So you’ve got to be prepared. And that’s where Working Wounded can help. We can’t prevent your getting sacked by a pigeon, but we can help you protect yourself from a lot of the flying debris.

And that brings me back to Jane. Despite her bullet, her sinus condition and the flak she took from colleagues—Jane never thought of herself as a victim. She came early and stayed late almost daily to minimize the burden on her co-workers. She thwarted her colleagues’ efforts to keep her off the committee by presenting a well-documented case to her supervisor. And she managed, through it all, to maintain a largely positive outlook—as if, having survived a real bullet, from a lethally abusive ex-spouse, she was not about to be flattened by the ones that were fired at work. And in that respect, Jane exemplified the Working Wounded philosophy: she knew that friendly fire is inescapable, but that it’s sometimes possible to minimize the damage.
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Fortunately you don’t need to survive live ammo to minimize your damage. You only need to read this book. Because Working Wounded isn’t about whining over your wounds; it’s about what you can do to rise above them. Think of it as your personal Kevlar vest. It gives you the “ahah’s” and the “haha’s” you need to deflect those bullets at work.
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After They’ve Eaten Away at Your Trust—Bite Back!

The worst co-worker in the world has got to be the one you can’t trust—and we have one like that at our office. Problem is, we’re not sure who it is! But almost every day, someone’s lunch disappears from the office fridge. Worse yet, the thief often eats PART of the selected lunch and leaves the rest. For example, one time he or she ate just the meatballs from somebody’s homemade spaghetti. Another time, the thief ate four pieces of someone’s fried chicken, threw the bones back in the box and sealed it up. But we’ve got a plan. We’re going to install a hidden video camera in the break room and catch the thief red-handed. Then we’re going to make him take us all out to lunch at the most expensive restaurant in town!
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Johnny Paycheck Would Be Proud

I was fired mid-shift from my bartending job by my drunk manager. I walked from the bar, disgruntled but calm, and with the encouragement and help of most of the patrons managed to play “Take This Job and Shove It” thirty-two times (it took the numbskull that long to figure out he could unplug the machine). What a way to go.
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Things do not change, we change.

THOREAU







 

CHAPTER 2


POKED FROM ALL SIDES

How to Cope with Your Co-Workers




WHAT’S THAT YOU’RE CARRYING?

Do you sometimes feel like your co-workers are an occupational hazard? If so, the following story may give you a new perspective on those “idiosyncratic” folks you work with. Maybe, even, on yourself.

I hadn’t seen Jim in ten years, since high school. As we guzzled our beers we caught up on jobs, high school buddies, our favorite sports team; gradually we got to the subject of girlfriends. To our surprise, we were both dating women in their thirties, five or six years older than we were, and we began to muse about our attraction to older women. They had more insight and experience, we agreed, and just plain more to say.

More beers passed and we moved to the downside of older girlfriends. On this we also agreed: they carried more baggage—emotional scars from former boyfriends, eagerness to get married, readiness to have kids—and all that baggage made them a little tough to handle. We commiserated over the challenges: Jim’s girlfriend felt he wasn’t “serious” enough about life (though he felt seriously committed to the Yankees, his record collection and Chinese takeout). Mine was ready to pick out china (as ready as I was to blow my job, hop in a car and head across the country). We shared these little truths, sipped our beers and laughed, and then, as we mused on what we’d said, another shocking truth came clear: we had baggage, too! These little “preferences,” these harmless quirks that made us who we were, were just as loaded as anything our girlfriends brought! We paid our bill and ambled out into the night, a little drunk and more than a little chastened.

Of course the baggage didn’t stop accumulating just because we’d noticed it. In the ensuing years it continued to pile up, bruising the shins of girlfriends, friends and parents. And because we didn’t leave it behind when we headed off to work each morning, we raised bruises on some of our co-workers, too. Nothing major, mind you. Just the usual sores and irritations that erupt when your personal baggage colors your relationships with colleagues.

That’s what makes the workplace so darned treacherous. We all have baggage. And we’re constantly tripping over each other’s stuff. You know how it works: you do your part of a project only to have a team member miss the deadline, passive aggression leaking from his crankcase like old 10/40 oil. You support a colleague’s idea only to engender another colleague’s wrath: turns out she’s a walking bundle of insecurity and she feels threatened. There’s so much emotional baggage strewn around the workplace there’s no way to navigate without sustaining bruises. In fact, most of the time I wonder how anything gets done.


IF YOU COULD ONLY X-RAY THESE BAGS!

You know how the voice over the airport PA warns you to check your bags to make sure you’ve got your own, since so many bags look alike? Well, there’s a similar problem at work. It seems like you run into the same types of emotional baggage over and over again. Here are the ones I’ve encountered a lot. See if they sound familiar.


	

Mr. Chip-On-His-Shoulder: This is the guy who could serve as the office’s bile refinery. He’s carrying a grudge from that promotion he didn’t get, or maybe his kids are driving him crazy. Whatever his problem, he’s made orneriness a lifestyle and nothing’s gonna change him.



	

Ms. Know-It-All: Got a new idea for your department? Don’t bother telling her. She already knows all about it. Had trouble with a project? Don’t let her find out. She’ll say she could have told you it would happen. Few people are as irksome as the colleague who thinks she’s got your number. Too bad her days aren’t numbered!



	

The Dental Patient: You’re on deadline, you need his input, but getting what you need is like pulling teeth. And while you wait and cajole and bark and moan you watch your deadline slip away.



	

Ms. By-The-Book: Has it been approved? Has it been tried before? Does it have a track record of success? There isn’t any (heaven forbid) risk attached to it, is there? Because if there is, Ms. By-The-Book will filibuster your idea to death. Who needs a boss with her around?



	

The Firing Squad: This is the guy who’s got a million reasons why it won’t work, and he never misses a chance to shoot an idea down.



	

The Strangler: This is the gal who squeezes the life out of your projects through sheer incompetence. You do your part, then turn it over to her and next thing you know your baby’s on life support.



	

The Saboteur: You work your socks off on a project—then someone kills it from inside. You pursue a project in secret—then someone spills the beans. It’s The Saboteur: that stealthy, often anonymous co-worker who causes your projects to blow up in your face.



	

The Helping Hand: You know her: the one with the invisible sign above her desk: “No problem too big or too small.” Too bad she’s an endangered species.






HOW TO KEEP OTHER PEOPLE’S BAGGAGE OFF YOUR TOES

Maneuvering through these cases can be like flying through heavy turbulence without a seat belt. Fortunately there are some ways to smooth the flight. If you can keep your cool—that is, strategize first and then respond—you can probably minimize your bruises.



	

Find the skycaps. Just like the airport, most companies have people who are pros at handling people’s baggage. They’re often receptionists and executive assistants—people who interact with lots of folks and have learned just what pushes their buttons. They’re likely to know, for instance, that Della is just back from vacation and it’ll take something big to penetrate her post-beach slumber, or that Joe has put in for a promotion and will do almost anything if it will make him look good to his boss. So nose around and find your local baggage handlers. Then learn their tips. They can spare you a lot of knocks.



	

Offer to carry your co-workers’ bags. As annoying as your co-workers may be, listen to them occasionally and try to empathize with their problems. Don’t give them a lot of time, but if they sense you’re an ally, they’ll be less likely to drop their bags on your toes. And the more goodwill you spread around, the more you’ll have to bank on when the going gets a little rough.



	

Got a gripe about a bag? Talk to its owner. It’s tough to confront a person who’s pushed your buttons—but it’s easier than handling the fallout after you’ve talked to everyone else. Nothing creates turbulence in the office like criticism behind someone’s back, so beware the tendency to vent your anger indirectly. As my Uncle Fred used to say, “Always stab your co-workers in the front.”



	

Develop a baggage-handling strategy. Don’t just stumble into your co-workers’ bags. Develop a strategy for handling them that will help you minimize your bruises. For example:



	
Meeting with Mr. Chip-On-His-Shoulder? Listen for a few minutes, then direct him to the task at hand. You probably won’t squelch his anger, but your willingness to listen may make you less of a target.



	
Meeting with Ms. Know-It-All? Pump her for all she knows about everything you’re doing. Either you’ll learn some useful information, or her ignorance will give you insight into how others see your projects.



	
Depending on The Dental Patient? If he’s not on your team, give him a phony deadline. Tell him you need his input a week before you really do (so you can “incorporate it into your report”). If he is on your team and you’re supposed to work together, make sure your boss knows that he’s the gum in the works.



	
Got to get a proposal past Ms. By-The-Book? Repackage it. Don’t tell her it’s new; find ways to describe it as an extension of existing programs. Emphasize the elements the company has successfully tried before, and remind her of similar projects the big execs have lauded.



	
Got to face The Firing Squad? Cool your jets and listen. Amid his million rejections there’s apt to be a worthwhile thought or two. Cull them out and address them: your project will only be strengthened.



	
Forced to turn your project over to The Strangler? Ask your boss to assign her work to someone else. Or do her share of the work yourself. Those are the best ways to keep her fingers off your baby.



	
Fearful of a run-in with The Saboteur? Terrorists often leave clues before they strike: critical comments spread around the office, or veiled threats that “business would be better without this project.” Keep your ear to the ground and take those comments seriously. When you locate the source, put as much distance between him and your project as possible. Or, make him an “advisor” to your team. He’ll be less likely to destroy something he’s helped to build.



	
Stumbled across The Helping Hand? Buy a lottery ticket because today’s your lucky day! Then bring her food and flowers. Take her out to lunch. Thank her more than you think is necessary. And above all, look for ways to return the favor.









Then there’s one last thing you need to do, as you drive home at night, fuming over your latest injury in the baggage wars. Remember that, just like Jim and me, you have baggage, too. That might not make your situation easier. But it will certainly keep you humble.



The Working Wounded Poll

How do you deal with a difficult co-worker?

Fight ’em, 13%

Charm ’em, 40%

Forget ’em, 46%

Poll conducted at workingwounded.com
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How to Drop a Hint That You Need Some Space

I once had an office mate who drove me crazy. He muttered to himself all the time and constantly interrupted me when I was busy or on the phone. I complained to my supervisor numerous times, but she never agreed to move him, so finally I decided to take the matter into my own hands. We worked in an old 1940s era factory building and this person’s desk was directly under a huge ceiling fan dating from the original building. One morning, before he came in, I left an old oily machine nut on his desk. During the day, I caught him occasionally glancing up at the fan. The next morning I dropped a rusty bolt on his desk. The next day I left another nut and a screw. On Friday he went to our supervisor and asked to be moved.
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Do not separate yourself from the community.

HILLEL





HOW TO DEAL WITH POLITICS AT WORK




Dear WW: The politics in my company are driving me crazy. My projects all have tight time lines and I’ve got to waste hours getting everyone on my team’s buy-in. I’m tired of all the tap dancing and ring kissing. Is there any way to escape company politics?


BLISTERS ON MY FEET AND LIPS
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Dear Blisters,

Recently I was having lunch on a plane when the man sitting next to me started to mutter. “Somethin’ wrong?” I asked. “I wouldn’t feed this to my dog!” he barked. “You really shouldn’t think of it as food,” I replied. “Think of it as entertainment: did getting the silverware out of the plastic bag give you some exercise? Did it distract you?” He looked at me confused for a moment, then smiled as he tore into his salad dressing.

Just as it’s a mistake to compare airline food to real food, you need to adopt a new attitude when it comes to politics at work. Instead of seeing it as tap dancing and ring kissing, see it as the way things get done. Because that’s what it is: the unavoidable side effect of trying to accomplish something with a group of needy, neurotic, ego-driven and otherwise normal human beings. Your challenge is to find a way to master and enjoy it. Geoffrey Bellman’s book Getting Things Done When You Are Not in Charge (Berrett-Koehler, 1992) has great tips for those of us at the shallow end of the corporate pool who can’t just snap our fingers and get our way. I’ve adapted the tips below from it.


	

Notice how the most effective people in your company get things done. My dad was one of the top supply officers in Europe during World War II. When I asked him his secret he replied, “Scotch. My best trade was for a jeep and four heavy winter parkas.” Political—you bet, but my dad knew the system and his junior officers didn’t freeze. Now, Scotch may not have the currency in your company that it had during the war, but your corporate honchos have figured out some equally effective ways to get what they need. Watch ’em closely and see what you can learn.



	

Plan for the political consequences of your work. Since politics is a given, it’s naive to think your work will be judged on quality alone. You need to give just as much thought to who will be reviewing it. I knew a foreman once who had this really figured out. He knew his boss’s boss hated his guts, so he gave his most important projects to others. That way his fingerprints wouldn’t be on them. Someone else got the credit, but his pet projects always survived.



	

Decide what you will—and won’t—do in playing company politics. Kenny Rogers, one of my favorite management gurus, would have summed it up if only he’d sung, “Know when to hold ’em, know when to fold ’em, and know when to update ’em (your résumé, that is).” Ask any corporate gambler—you gotta know your personal limits.
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So What’s a Little Bribery Between Co-workers?

You know how some people just get crazy about their coffee mugs? Well, the best workplace prank I ever saw was when a co-worker “kidnapped” another co-worker’s mug. She held it for ransom and then sent the owner pictures of the mug being held over a bridge, behind a car tire and in other precarious locations. The owner actually offered $10 to get her $2 mug back!







[image: art] The Working Wounded Quotebook

What people say behind your back is your standing in the community.

ED HOWE
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A Relative Disaster

I will be PATIENT with my office mate, who just so happens to be the CEO’s son. Gee, I wonder how he got HIS job?




HOW TO SURVIVE ON A COMMITTEE




Dear WW: Recently my boss asked me to sit on a new committee. I work in a warehouse and have never done anything like this before. Any tips?


NEW TO THE MEET MARKET



Dear Meet,

There’s a tree house at the end of my block. It’s a regular architectural masterpiece, with gables, shutters and a shingled roof, all suspended between five trees. Or I guess I should say it was a masterpiece, because during a windstorm last week the wind pulled the trees in opposite directions and the house came crashing to the ground.

Sort of reminded me of the last committee meeting I attended. Everyone was blowing in different directions, then there was a loud crash and debris everywhere. Unfortunately that’s not unusual. Lots of committee meetings go that route because the leader and the members haven’t clarified how the committee’s decisions will be made. People go into the meetings with different expectations, then crash when it’s time to come to a resolution.

You can help minimize that problem by asking the committee leader how decisions will be made. Simply asking the question may prompt her to discuss this with the other members so everyone’s expectations are in sync. Knowing the decision-making process will also let you play your cards (and your boss’s) most effectively. The following questions can help. They were developed at Intel and were included in an article by Eric Matson in Fast Company entitled “The Seven Sins of Deadly Meetings” (April/May 1996).


	

Will all decisions be made by the committee leader, regardless of members’ input? If so, pay attention during the meetings in case there’s some useful information, but don’t hustle to get your points across. You’ll be talking to a wall.



	

Will the leader make the decisions using members’ input? If so, advocate strongly for your position. Think of yourself as a consultant to the leader: make a case that will be hard to resist.



	

Will committee members vote on major decisions? If so, your task is to influence your fellow members. If necessary, horse-trade, compromise; do what it takes to get the votes you need.



	


	

Will a decision require every member’s agreement? Consensus comes from the Latin words con and census (meaning “you’ve been conned if you think a roomful of our employees can agree on anything”). Consequently it’s not often called for in corporate committees. But if your committee requires consensus your game plan should be this: look for the elements you know everyone can agree to and tie key parts of your agenda to those. Hopefully, people will agree to your items in order to get the other things they want.





Knowing how decisions will be made will make you a far more effective committee member. It will also streamline your committee meetings. I guess the moral of this story is: tree houses are for birds—and so are meetings with undefined rules about how decisions will be reached.




[image: art] from e-mail to workingwounded.com


So We Convened a Committee of the Guys and Here’s What It Came Up With

I work in aircraft maintenance and some of the guys have a pretty raunchy sense of humor. They also love practical jokes and are merciless with new employees. Well, one day, a new hire showed up on the line and they decided to have a little fun. They made a dummy using a pair of coveralls and boots and put it in the flaps of a DC-8. Then they poured a mixture of ketchup, hot sauce and BBQ sauce on it. At first glance it really looked like a mechanic had been chewed up pretty bad. Well, a short time later the new guy comes out to the plane. He takes one look at that dummy and you could have heard his scream all the way to the next state. I don’t think he’ll soon forget his first day at work.
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Peer Pleasure . . . How to Get In Sync with Your Co-workers


	
Expect not to be appreciated



	
Focus on what they know



	
Risk being converted by them



	
Model the behavior that you want in return





from Getting Things Done When You Are Not in Charge by Geoffrey Bellman (Berrett-Koehler, 1992)
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Weight-ism?

A co-worker once said to me, “I hate your skinny little body. And because you’re so skinny, I hate you as a person also!”




HOW TO TELL WHEN A HUSTLE HAS BECOME HARASSMENT




Dear WW: This guy I’ve been working with for the last few years has suddenly decided I’m his “dream girl.” He’s constantly sending me lurid love notes and begging me to date him. I’m starting to avoid meetings and hallways where I’m likely to see him, but that’s getting in the way of my work. I’m embarrassed and don’t know what to do.


JUST TRYING TO SAY NO



Dear Just,

Remember Mitsubishi’s old slogan “The word is getting around”? It’s taken on new meaning these days—ever since the company was accused of sexual harassment at its plant in Normal, Illinois. Well, it turns out what’s “normal” in Normal may have a new meaning for you, too, because the situation you’re describing could also be sexual harassment.

Hard to believe? Listen up. The courts today are taking the position that sexual harassment doesn’t require a physical assault. It just needs to be “unwelcome” and have a “negative impact.” Locker room humor, lewd calendars and, yes, repeated and unwelcome requests have all spawned successful lawsuits.

So you may have a more serious situation than you realize. I’d suggest reading Step Forward by Susan Webb (MasterMedia, 1991). It’s one of the best primers on recognizing and addressing sexual harassment. The following questions have been adapted from it and should help you decide if the behavior you’re experiencing has crossed the line into the harassment camp:


	

Is the behavior sexual in nature or sex-based? Clearly, fondling has no place at work, but as we said before, behavior doesn’t have to be physical to be considered sexual harassment. It can be any comment or joke directed at you simply because of your sex.



	

Is the behavior deliberate and/or repeated? Graphic or invasive behavior can happen once and be considered a problem. But less flagrant behavior (like being asked for a date) can be harassment, too—if it happens a lot.



	

Does the behavior affect your ability to work? You don’t have to lose a job or a promotion to have been damaged in the eyes of the court. A negative atmosphere that impedes an employee’s ability to work has been legally deemed harassment.



	

Is the behavior not welcome, not asked for and not mutual? If you decide this behavior does seem like harassment, and decide to file a claim, the investigator will want to know how you reacted. The theory is “it takes two to tango,” and it’s important to show that you weren’t a willing partner.






Webb suggests starting with the “broken record” approach: saying over and over again, “I don’t appreciate it when you say that to me. I don’t appreciate it when you say that to me . . .” If that fails, check out your company’s sexual harassment policy. You may be able to file a claim in-house, or you may need to hire an outside attorney.

Fortunately, “the word is getting around” about sexual harassment. Thanks to Mitsubishi, what used to be normal in Normal, won’t be normal for long.
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Good Thing This Isn’t Normal Anymore


Twenty-five years ago or so, back in the Stone Age, I had a job which required regular polygraph exams. As I sat there, connected to various wires, the manager giving the test asked, “Do you find me attractive?” “No,” I lied, the falsehood obvious as he looked at the needles scratching the paper below him. “Do I inspire sexual thoughts in you?” I told him to cut it out (before the terrible truth machine revealed any more thoughts from that base part of my mind) and the rest of the exam continued without incident. But when I thought about it afterward I got annoyed and quit. A manager with a polygraph is a truly dangerous thing.
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Must two employees with the same job title and seniority be paid the same wage?

Answer
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But Then I’d Only Stay for Five Minutes . . . How to Survive the Company Picnic


	
After a few beers, switch to soft drinks



	
Don’t say things you’ll regret back at work



	
Be friendly, but not amorous



	
Avoid skimpy attire



	
Leave while the picnic is still upbeat





from Andrew Sherwood of Goodrich & Sherwood, via the Wall Street Journal
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HOW TO CONTROL YOUR ANGER AT WORK




Dear WW: I’ve always had problems keeping my temper. Last week I blew up at something a co-worker said and pushed him. I was suspended for a week without pay. My boss tells me I have a problem, but I don’t know what to do.


IT’S HIT THE FAN




Dear It’s,

Your letter reminded me of a plate glass window that once leaped in front of my hand. Of course, it was the guy in front of it I was aiming for. He’d pushed my buttons once too often and I vowed he’d pay for it—until that window came to his aid. Twenty stitches later I decided that was the last time I’d try to solve a problem with my fist.

I got some slack that time ’cause I was only thirteen. But as you can see from your suspension, adults today get a lot less sympathy for their outbursts. Consider this episode a warning shot across your bow—and look for ways to curtail that fighting instinct in the future. An anger-management program is a good place to start. So is Hendrie Weisinger’s book Anger at Work (Morrow, 1995). These questions are adapted from it:


	

Do you really believe you have a problem? Your letter suggests you may not, but until you do, it can’t be fixed. And until your boss and co-workers see you acknowledge your problem, they won’t trust you not to explode again.



	

Do you know how to recognize the first signs of an outburst? They’re probably physical—a tightness in your head, a twisting in your stomach, a clenching of your teeth. You need to create an internal bomb squad that can recognize those signs and quickly defuse your reaction.



	

Can you learn to defuse quickly? It might mean taking some deep breaths, or running up and down the stairs—find an outlet that will let you burn off your anger before it hits the fan.



	

Can you identify what provoked you? Anyone who’s tried to quit smoking knows that the temptations of a smoky bar are overwhelming. So it is with anger. As much as possible, avoid the people and situations that have been a problem for you in the past. This may involve sucking up your pride and asking to be transferred to a different project or work area.



	

Have you investigated better ways to resolve your conflicts? Perhaps someone in human resources, a.k.a. personnel, is trained to mediate conflicts with colleagues or perhaps you can find a third party who can help. Nonviolent resolutions are out there. Find them.





You know, in earlier days, bosses often excused their workers’ outbursts with a grudging “boys will be boys.” But those days are gone. Too many workers have “gone postal” and government statistics now indicate that homicide is a leading cause of workplace death. There is zero tolerance for violence in today’s workplace. And that raises a final question for you to consider: In the heat of your anger can you choose to “cool it” in the interest of keeping your job? Testosterone or a paycheck—you make the call.
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How to Tell When a Co-worker Might “Go Postal”


	
He has explosives tied to his body



	
He begins to burn his office furniture



	
He cc’s all letters to the Angel of Death



	
A SWAT team visits frequently



	
He’s begun to plan his “Twinkie defense”





from Going Postal by Scott Milzer (Villard, 1996)







[image: art] The Working Wounded Quotebook

Don’t wrestle with pigs; you get dirty and the pigs enjoy it.

ANONYMOUS




HOW TO GIVE A SUCCESSFUL APOLOGY AT WORK




Dear WW: I made a mistake that caused a lot of extra work and problems for one of my colleagues. I’m embarrassed to admit it, and nervous of the consequences, but I can’t keep avoiding this woman: we’re in the same work group. I don’t know what to do.

EGG ALL OVER MY FACE
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