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For my soulmate, love, and partner in all things, Andy Scott. And for our children: you are inheriting a broken world. Your father and I have worked to mend it, but we have much further to go. I hope this book will give you some of the tools you’ll need to continue our work.









Difference must be not merely tolerated, but seen as a fund of necessary polarities between which our creativity can spark . . . Only then does the necessity for interdependency become unthreatening.


—Audre Lorde










Introduction
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We Can Fix Problems Only When We Are Willing to Notice Them


When you write a book about feedback, or guidance as I prefer to call it, you’re bound to get a lot of it. In 2017, I published a book called Radical Candor: Be a Kick-Ass Boss Without Losing Your Humanity. It advocated for caring personally and challenging directly at the same time, a combination of real compassion for the other person and a commitment to helping them succeed.


Hands down, the best feedback I got on the book came from Michelle,1 who’d been a colleague for the better part of a decade. I liked and admired Michelle enormously and was thrilled when she invited me to give a talk about Radical Candor at the tech start-up where she was CEO.


When I finished giving the presentation, Michelle pulled me aside and said, “I’m excited to roll out Radical Candor here, Kim. I think it’s going to help me build the kind of innovative culture we need to succeed. But I gotta tell you. As soon as I give anyone even the gentlest, most compassionate criticism, I get accused of being an angry Black woman.”


I’d been in innumerable meetings with Michelle. I’d never once heard her raise her voice or even seem annoyed, let alone angry. She’s one of the most even-keeled, cheerful people I’ve met. Calling her “angry” and following that up with “Black” and “woman” was no small indication that something other than an objective assessment was going on with the people who called her that.


Michelle’s story made me realize I had not done much to dig into how bias, prejudice, and bullying get in the way of Radical Candor. These attitudes and behaviors destroy the trust that is foundational to the healthy exchange of different perspectives, they mar the quality of feedback, and therefore hurt our ability to do great work and build strong professional relationships. Michelle’s feedback also made me realize I’d treated bias, prejudice, and bullying as though they were all the same thing, making it difficult to respond effectively. Different problems demand different solutions, after all.


My failure to consider all this had put Michelle in a jam when she implemented Radical Candor. Come to think of it, it had put me in a jam, too, though in different ways. Why had I not paused to think about this when writing my book?


I was certainly aware of the problems of bias, prejudice, and bullying and how they can give way to discrimination, harassment, and violence. I grew up in an upper-middle-class household in Memphis, Tennessee. Since I was a teenager, I’d been wrestling with being White2 and Southern. Then I moved to New York and Silicon Valley and learned racism was unfortunately not just in the South. A tech CEO I coached was active in the BLM movement after the murder of Michael Brown in Ferguson, Missouri. But he didn’t need to fly to Missouri to fight racism. There was plenty of that in California.


Bias, prejudice, bullying, discrimination, harassment, and physical assault weren’t things that happened to “other people.” I’d personally experienced all of these throughout my career. Given these experiences, how was it possible that I had written a book about management that barely touched on what causes the worst management train wrecks? Freud calls this kind of knowledge “knowing without knowing.” Linsey McGoey and others call this strategic ignorance. Charles Mills has written about “epistemologies of ignorance.”


Michelle’s Radical Candor on Radical Candor helped me break through that kind of hazy knowing / not knowing so that I could analyze problems clearly enough to begin to develop a framework that might help me (and hopefully you, too) figure out what to do when we notice them. Too often in my career, I have not said or done anything about these problems either because I refused to notice them or because I didn’t know what to say or do.


It wasn’t Michelle’s job to educate me, so I’m grateful to her for doing so. This book is my effort to pay it forward. It will offer a framework that helps us all recognize the different ways that bias, prejudice, and bullying interfere with our ability to work together and what to do to get back on track. It will also examine the ways they enter our management systems, creating even more intractable problems. It will also offer some design principles that will allow us to create better management systems.


The goal is not simply to describe the problems but to figure out what to do about fixing them. Awareness is the first step to change. But awareness without action quickly breeds despair. Unless we figure out the next step to take, we’ll retreat into denial. Oedipus gouged his eyes out after he realized he’d committed crimes he was ashamed of. This violent depiction of the denial that comes before coming to grips with our own misdeeds, be they intentional or not, is a kind of denial complex. If we are willing to notice problems rather than retreating to denial we can fix them—a much better response than gouging our own eyes out.


This book doesn’t promise to fix everything. What it offers are some practical, tactical suggestions that will help us start putting more wins on the board so that we can keep moving forward, so that we don’t retreat back into denial.


You can use this book to figure out what you can do to improve your own situation and build a better culture where you work. Of course, your degrees of freedom are different depending on your role or roles—often, we are in two or more roles at once: leader, upstander/observer, person harmed, or person causing harm. Some key questions it addresses:




• What must leaders do to prevent bias, prejudice, and bullying from destroying respect and collaboration on their teams?


• How can we make sure we are upstanders and not silent bystanders when we observe bias, prejudice, and bullying affecting colleagues?


• When we are the person harmed by bias, prejudice, and bullying, how can we choose a response that will help us maintain personal agency?


• What can we do when we realize that we have caused harm? How can we come to grips with the fact that we all have our own biases and prejudices, and most of us bully others at least occasionally? If we want to do better in the future, we need to adopt a growth mindset about our own problematic attitudes and behaviors. As my son’s baseball coach told his team, “You can’t do right if you don’t know what you’re doing wrong.”


• How can we design our management systems to minimize rather than reinforce these problems? When organizations layer power on top of bias, prejudice, and bullying, the result is discrimination, harassment, and physical violations. If leaders don’t design management systems for justice, the result is predictable: systemic injustice. And if you are not a leader, how can you navigate your career so you minimize the damage that unfair, inequitable systems can do to you?


• How can we as individuals speak truth to power without blowing up our careers?





There are things each of us can do, today, to create a more respectful, collaborative working environment for ourselves and those around us. An equitable working environment in which we can all do the best work of our lives and build the best relationships of our careers is within our grasp.


Just Work, the original title of this book, just didn’t work. People thought I was telling them to work all the time, or to return to the office, rather than to work more justly. Hence the new title: Radical Respect. I also revised the book based on feedback from people who read the hardcover, to make it shorter and more user-friendly.3


I hope this book will energize you to build the kind of working environment where you can love your work—and the people you work with. We must do better than merely tolerating one another if we are going to optimize for collaboration and honor individuality. We can work together better—joyfully, even.














PART ONE
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EVERYONE HAS A ROLE TO PLAY












1
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A Framework for Success


WHAT IS RADICAL RESPECT?


The word respect has two very different meanings. The first has to do with admiration for someone’s abilities, qualities, or achievements. That kind of admiration has to be earned. But that’s not what I’m talking about in this book.


The definition of respect I’m using here is a regard for the feelings, wishes, rights, and traditions of others. This kind of respect is something we owe to everyone; it is not something that needs to be “earned.”


The kind of respect that is the birthright of every human being is crucial to a healthy culture. We don’t have to respect a person’s opinion on a particular topic—we can disagree, vehemently. We don’t have to respect a particular action a person took—we can still disapprove and hold them accountable. But we do have to respect that person as a human being if we want to be able to work together productively while also leaving space to disagree and hold each other accountable when necessary.


Radical Respect happens in workplaces that do two things at the same time:




1. Optimize for collaboration, not coercion.


2. Honor individuality, don’t demand conformity.





What makes it radical is that it is so fundamental, and yet it rarely occurs.
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1. OPTIMIZE FOR COLLABORATION, NOT COERCION


Collaboration is essential to any great human accomplishment. Designing organizations that promote healthy collaboration requires proactive efforts to combat coercive behaviors from individuals and groups, such as arbitrary, ego-driven, fact-ignoring biased decision-making, bullying, harassment, and physical violations or violence. When we build management systems that put checks and balances on the power of leaders, they can be held accountable for their behavior and their results. Employees contribute ideas rather than being silenced. We help each other improve, and we achieve more than we could ever dream of achieving alone.


There is growing consensus that coercion, even by otherwise visionary leaders, neither gets the best results out of people nor generates the innovation necessary to thrive in the modern economy. Yes, most of us have the impulse to coerce when we can get away with it, and leaders often can get away with it unless checks and balances constrain them. When we design management systems carefully, we can mitigate the damage this can do.


2. HONOR INDIVIDUALITY, DON’T DEMAND CONFORMITY


If we want each person we’re working with to bring their full potential to our collaborative efforts, we need to honor one another’s individuality rather than demanding conformity. None of us (except actors) can do their best work while pretending to be somebody they aren’t. Telling people to bring their best to work while discouraging them from being their true selves seems obviously doomed to fail. But we do that all the time, usually unconsciously. Too often, we look for “culture fit” rather than “culture add” when we hire, forcing employees to pretend to be someone they are not, making it difficult for our organizations to evolve, and excluding people who could make important contributions. Often we advertise that we admire people who “think different,” but then we punish or ostracize outliers.


Successful collaboration requires diversity of thought and experience. Part of the benefit of collaboration is that “many hands make a light load.” But the more important benefit is that diversity allows us to challenge each other because each of us has a different point of view, different life experiences. One person easily notices something that another person is oblivious to. But if that person is punished for speaking up, they will go silent and nobody will get the benefit of their observations in the future. When we challenge one another, we improve one another’s work. That is why feedback at work is so vital to our individual and collective growth and success. 


If we were all exact clones, we’d lose much of the benefit we get from working together. What is impossible for one person is simple for another. What is tedious drudgery for one person is a pleasure for another. We need one another.


WHAT GETS IN THE WAY OF RADICAL RESPECT?


A “TOXONOMY”


Why is the combination of optimizing for collaboration and honoring individuality so rare that I dub it radical?


All too often, our biases cause us to expect conformity without even realizing what we are doing. And when you layer power and management systems on top of that, that expectation gets baked into who we hire, promote, and fire. Unconscious bias enables discrimination.


When we are at our worst, we seek to establish dominance or to bully others at work, rather than seeking to collaborate with them. And again when you layer management systems and power on top of those instincts, things go from bad to worse. Bullying escalates to harassment, physical violations, and violence.


These are universal human failings. “Progressive” organizations drift toward coercion and conformity as surely as do “conservative” ones. But these problems are not inevitable. Fighting the gravitational pull toward conformity and coercion requires much more than good intentions. We must act. Part of the solution is for leaders to consciously design norms and systems that keep us moving toward respect and collaboration. But leaders can’t do this alone. We all have a role to play.


What can we do to make Radical Respect less rare? Let’s start by naming the problems so we are more apt to notice them. As I learned when Michelle gave me some feedback on Radical Candor, we can’t fix problems we refuse to notice.


What precisely do we mean when we talk about a “toxic” or “unfair” work environment? Those terms make the problem feel monolithic, insoluble. When you break a big problem down into its component parts, it’s easier to find solutions. I’m not promising a quick fix; but by diagnosing more precisely what was unfair, we can figure out what to do about it and make our situation a little better.


This book offers a “toxonomy” that will help you notice the different problems that need fixing so you can match the right solution to the right problem. Throughout my career, I tended to lump a whole set of different problems into something I thought of as “BS.” In so doing, I made it much harder to find solutions and much easier to feel cynical or helpless. I found that by forcing myself to be more precise—was it bias or actually discrimination; was it prejudice or bullying?—I put myself in a much better position to break free of my tendency to default to silence and easier to take some action to make things better. I also found that it was easier to build solidarity with people who were experiencing different but related things—racial bias rather than gender bias, for example. This simple toxonomy helped keep me oriented in disorienting situations. I hope it will help you, too.





	BIAS 
	PREJUDICE 
	BULLYING 
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	DISCRIMINATION 
	HARASSMENT 
	PHYSICAL
	 VIOLATIONS






Bias, prejudice, and bullying are big problems, and it can be hard to distinguish between them. When you lay power on top of them, things go from bad to worse. Bias and prejudice plus power creates the conditions for discrimination. Bullying plus power creates the conditions for harassment. Both positional and physical power create the conditions for physical violations and violence.


Throughout this book, I’ll use this toxonomy to keep us focused on one problem at a time. Of course, these problems aren’t mutually exclusive, and as with all dynamic situations, they can change over time. But the advantage of imposing order like this is that it can help us identify solutions rather than getting lost in the complexity of the problem.


DISAMBIGUATION


Let’s look for a moment at the first half of the toxonomy. People often treat bias, prejudice, and bullying as though they are synonymous. For example, the term microaggression is useful in pointing out small injuries that add up to repetitive stress injury—a big problem that can keep you from doing your best work or living your happiest life. The problem is, there are three different reasons why people commit microaggressions: they can result from bias, prejudice, and bullying. As you’ll learn in the pages that follow, each of these things requires a very different response. 


To help parse the problem, let’s start with some simple definitions.


Bias is “not meaning it.” Bias is unconscious. It comes from the part of our minds that jumps to conclusions, often reflecting stereotypes that we don’t believe if we stop to think.


Prejudice is “meaning it.” It is a consciously held belief, often rationalizing flawed assumptions and stereotypes.


Bullying is “being mean.” There may be no belief, conscious or unconscious, behind it. Often it is the instinctive use of in-group status or power to harm, humiliate, dominate, or coerce others.


Depending on one’s perspective, these three problems carry different weight. For example, we are all biased, and bias usually doesn’t come with bad intent. So it’s tempting to dismiss bias as less severe than other infractions. That is certainly true from the perspective of the person who caused harm. However, it may be different from the perspective of the person harmed. Many people feel that bias is more harmful than prejudice or bullying because it happens much more often. Others have found prejudice or bullying looms larger in their experience. The point is that these are all problems that we need to solve, and comparing which one is “worse” than the other isn’t helpful.


Often there’s no belief, conscious or unconscious, behind bullying. But belief, be it conscious or unconscious, tends to guide our actions. So bias and prejudice tend to make bullying likelier. A person might bully with biased language, using words that wound, even if they don’t consciously believe the implications of what they are saying. I worked with a woman who did not consciously believe that women were less courageous than men but who routinely called men she wanted to humiliate “p*$&ies.” I’ve seen racist or homophobic slurs employed in an analogous way. When bullying is emboldened by conscious prejudice, it often becomes violent, as occurred in the Jim Crow South.


Here’s a story that illustrates why it’s important to distinguish between bias, prejudice, and bullying.




Mr. Safety Pin


I was just about to give a Radical Candor talk to the founders and executives of some of Silicon Valley’s hottest start-ups. A couple of hundred men were at the conference. I was one of only a handful of women. Just as I was about to go onstage, one of these men ran up to me.


“I need a safety pin!” he hissed. He was clutching at his shirtfront—a button had popped off. Evidently, he assumed I was on the event staff. To prevent this very confusion, the conference organizers had given the event staff, most of whom were women a good twenty years younger than I was, bright yellow T-shirts. I was wearing an orange sweater. But all he could notice was his need and my gender.


I didn’t know what to say. He was utterly certain that it was my job to fetch him a safety pin.


I wanted to believe that his assumption about me stemmed from unconscious bias. Not a federal offense. Most of us have made an incorrect assumption about another person’s role based on some personal attribute. These moments are as embarrassing as they are common. It was a classic “Sorry, I don’t work here” moment.


There was very little risk to me in challenging his assumptions. I was established in my career, and he couldn’t harm me in any real way. Why didn’t I say anything?


If I explained, “I need to prepare for my talk right now, so I can’t help you out,” there was some chance he might reply along the lines of, “Oh. You must be the Radical Candor lady. I don’t believe in that soft, feminine leadership bullshit.” Unlikely. But I’ve experienced that kind of prejudice, more than once. If my attempt at a courteous response prompted him to reveal a conscious prejudice against women, it would piss me off, and that would make it harder for me to focus on my talk.


Then, there was another possibility: bullying. What if I corrected him and he escalated, saying something like, “Hey, lady, no need to get your panties all in a wad”? Again, unlikely, but—alas—not impossible. Such things have been said to me, also more than once. Then I’d go onstage roiling mad. That would knock off my game.


There was another confounding factor here beyond gender: power. The man assumed he had a right to be rude to the people staffing the event. Perhaps when he realized I was a speaker, not a staffer, he would snap into polite mode. But talking to anyone the way he’d talked to me was not okay. And it was my job as a leader to remind him of this, to prevent him from treating the staff badly.


But I didn’t feel like a leader. I felt like a target. All this felt like too much for me to deal with in the moments before I walked onstage. So I said nothing, and the man stomped off, evidently wondering why I was refusing to do my job, muttering something about complaining to the event organizers about the unhelpful staff.


It was hard to know what to say because I didn’t know whether it was bias, prejudice, or bullying behind his comment. Also, it was hard to know what my role was. Was I the person harmed since the comment was directed at me, the leader since I was the speaker, or an upstander for the staff? Or all three?


In retrospect, my silence was bad for everyone: bad for the staff because he was going to complain about them to their boss; bad for me because I hadn’t lived in accordance with my own beliefs; and even bad for Mr. Safety Pin. By not pointing out his bias (if that’s what was behind his request), I was making it likelier that he’d repeat his mistake.


The “flavor” of bias, prejudice, and bullying that I have experienced as a White woman in the workplace is obviously different from what a Black woman experiences. Indeed, the only Black woman at the conference had been secretary of state; all I’d had to do to earn my spot as a White woman was to be a director—a middle manager—at Google and Apple.


A colleague of mine who is a gay Black man and another who is a White Jewish lesbian and another who is a straight Latina executive also experience these attitudes and behaviors differently from each other, and differently from either Michelle or me. My husband, who is a straight White man, also has his own experiences with bias, prejudice, and bullying. And so on. We all have these experiences, sometimes as leaders, sometimes as upstanders, sometimes we are harmed by them, sometimes we cause harm.


My goal in pointing out the shared roots of our difficult experiences is to build solidarity between as many different people as possible.





HOW DO WE GET THESE PROBLEMS OUT OF THE WAY?


FRAMEWORKS FOR SUCCESS


To stay focused on solutions, this book will offer two frameworks. The first Radical Respect framework will help you figure out whether you are dealing with bias, prejudice, or bullying and what to do about each. The second framework, in the latter half of the book, will help you figure out what to do when power creates the conditions for discrimination, harassment, or physical violations.


Frameworks like these don’t claim to fix everything; rather, they are a tool that helps us differentiate between different problems so that we can apply the right solutions.


For example, Michael Porter’s Five Forces framework helps leaders identify the key strategic forces at play in their industry. The framework doesn’t promise instant sustainable competitive advantage, but it can help you identify and manage the dynamics you are facing. It helps managers differentiate between pressures from competitors, new entrants, suppliers, customers, and substitute products. This seems obvious, but in the heat of the moment, it’s easy to conflate different pressures from different sources or to blame everything on just one of the different problems you are facing.


Changing the attitudes and behaviors described in the toxonomy, many of which are deeply ingrained, will demand that you are patient and persistent with yourself and others. If you can extend yourself grace as you hold yourself accountable for missteps, you’ll find it easier to extend grace to others when they mess up, as we are all bound to do.


The First Framework


The first Radical Respect framework will help you figure out how best to calibrate your response to bias, prejudice, or bullying, depending on which one you’re dealing with.
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BIAS: NOT MEANING IT


RESPOND WITH AN “I” STATEMENT


An “I” statement is a good way to respond to bias because it offers your perspective on a situation, giving the other person a new lens through which to understand what’s happening.


Whether you are a leader, an observer, or the person harmed, you can use an “I” statement to help the person who said or did the biased thing to notice the mistake.


The easiest “I” statement is the simple factual correction. For example, when someone has made a false assumption about a person’s role in an organization based on race or gender: “I am not the decider here, she is.” Or, “I don’t work here.” In a case where a person has said something insensitive, saying something like, “I don’t think you meant that the way it sounded to me,” shows how it landed for you without attacking the other person. Or, “I don’t think you’ll take me seriously when you call me ‘honey.’” Or, “I don’t think calling her ‘honey’ sounds quite right.” Or, “I am not sure why you think I am angry; I am not even raising my voice.” Or, “I don’t think they sound angry; they are not even raising their voice.”


An “I” statement does not call the person out; it invites the person in to understand your perspective. Starting with the word I helps the person to consider things from your point of view—to understand why what they said or did seemed biased to you.


An “I” statement is a generous response to someone else’s unconscious bias. It helps them learn. Another benefit of an “I” statement is that it’s a good way to figure out whether you’re dealing with bias or something worse. If people respond apologetically, it will confirm your diagnosis of unconscious bias. If they double down or go on the attack, then you’ll know you’re dealing with prejudice or bullying.


What can leaders do to make it likelier that people will be upstanders rather than silent bystanders and that people who are harmed by bias don’t get punished further when they point it out? 


Good leaders figure out how to disrupt bias before bias disrupts their team’s work. Chapter 2 will offer a three-step bias disruption process, as well as other techniques leaders can use to minimize the harm that bias can do.
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PREJUDICE: MEANING IT


RESPOND WITH AN “IT” STATEMENT


Prejudice, unlike bias, is a conscious belief, usually incorporating an unfair and inaccurate stereotype. People of one race are inferior or superior. One gender tends to be better or worse leaders. People of a given generation are slower or faster on the uptake, wiser or more foolish.


People don’t change their prejudices simply because someone points them out with an “I” statement. Holding up a mirror tends not to work. When confronting prejudice, it’s useful instead to draw a clear boundary: a person can believe whatever they want, but they cannot impose their beliefs on others. People at work cannot do or say whatever they want.


An “it” statement can offer that boundary by appealing to the law, an HR policy, or common sense. For example, “it is against the law / an HR violation / ridiculous to refuse to hire the most qualified candidate because of their hairstyle”—or any other identity attribute.


Leaders need to create a space for conversation to explore a complicated issue. Each employee is free to believe what they want. Managers are not the thought police. But employees are not free to impose their beliefs on others. But where, exactly, is the line between each person’s freedom to believe and freedom from other people’s beliefs? I do not have a universal answer to this question. Different leaders are going to draw that line in different places. The most important thing is that you as a leader make it explicit where that line is on your team. Don’t decide all alone—involve your team. Leaders are responsible for soliciting input from their teams in order to set and communicate clear expectations about the boundaries of acceptable behavior at work. Chapter 2 will go into more detail about how, exactly, to do this.


[image: Start of image description, A sign shows a weighing scale with a pan on either side. A small object is placed in the left pan, making the scale tilt slightly towards the left., end of image description]


BULLYING: BEING MEAN


RESPOND WITH A “YOU” STATEMENT (OR QUESTION)


Workplace bullying is abusive conduct that is threatening, intimidating, or humiliating. It can often sabotage a person, preventing them from doing their best work. Most of us have been familiar with this kind of behavior since our school days, unfortunately. That is why I learned something important about how to respond from my kids.


One day, my children and their cousins described being bullied in school. I recommended they say, “I feel sad when you . . .” They did little to conceal how stupid they thought my advice was. I defended my position until my daughter said, banging her fist on the table in frustration, “Mom! They are trying to make me feel sad. Why would I tell them they succeeded?”


Bullies are trying to hurt someone or at the least to establish their dominance. Pointing out the pain they are inflicting with an “I” statement doesn’t make them stop and may even encourage them to double down. And telling them where the boundaries are with an “it” statement will likely encourage them to push past the boundary. Bullies like to break the rules, so using an “it” statement to tell them what the rules are doesn’t help.


A “you” response, as in “What’s going on for you here?” or “You need to stop talking to me that way” works better. That’s because the bully is trying to put you in a submissive role, to demand that you answer their questions or to shine a scrutinizing spotlight on you. A “you” response puts you in the active role, makes clear that you are not going to tolerate their abuse, and shines an uncomfortable spotlight on their behavior.


Here are some examples:


“What’s going on for you here?” A man I know who was getting bullied for being gay in school found that this question often caused his tormentors to back off. He turned the tables so they were having to defend themselves, so the questions were about them, not him.


“Do you realize how you sound?” A Black woman executive explained that this could cause a person who didn’t want to answer that question to back off.


“You need to stop now.” My husband suggested this to my daughter. He explained that there can be a fine line between good-natured give-each-other-shit culture and cruel bullying, and this statement often got people back on the right side of that line. 


“Where’d you get that shirt?” Dominatrix Kasia Urbaniak recommends responding with this kind of non sequitur to regain the upper hand when a person is bullying or harassing you. The point is to be the question asker, not the question answerer.


Of course, there’s a limit to what you can do about bullying behavior, especially as an observer or as a person harmed. And there may be times when the people around you feel bullied, but you’re not even aware of the impact you’re having. Again, this is where leadership comes in.


A leader’s job is to create three kinds of consequences for bullying: conversation, compensation, and career. Leaders need to learn how to shut down bullying when it happens in conversation; they need to make sure that people who engage consistently in bullying don’t get good ratings or big bonuses, and need to resist the temptation to promote bullies, even if they seem to be high performing. There comes a moment in every team’s history when the assholes begin to win; that is the moment when the team’s culture begins to lose, and poor results will follow. Chapter 2 offers specific tactics leaders can employ to prevent this from happening.


In summary, an “I” statement invites the person to consider your perspective and is a good response to bias; an “it” statement establishes a clear boundary beyond which the other person should not go and is a good response to prejudice. With a “you” statement, you are taking an active stance and refusing to let the bully put you in the submissive role, so it can be an effective response to bullying, as long as you are not at risk of physical harm.


Do you want to charge into your next meeting and start flinging around “I,” “it,” or “you” statements? Probably not! In an ideal world, leaders would start the ball rolling. But this world is far from ideal. In the following chapters, I’ll describe what each of us can do no matter what our role is to disrupt bias, prejudice, and bullying. As this kind of disruption becomes part of the culture, it will get easier to speak up in a way that improves our relationships and our results.


I hope this framework will make it easier to disentangle bias, prejudice, and bullying and to make it easier for you to think about how you might choose to respond differently to each. The next four chapters will go into detail about the different things you can do to apply this framework, depending on what role you play and how much power you have in a situation.


WHO IS RESPONSIBLE FOR RADICAL RESPECT?


ROLES AND RESPONSIBILITIES


Of course, an “I,” “it,” or a “you” statement lands differently coming from a leader than from the person harmed or an upstander. And your degrees of freedom will be different depending on your role.


This book is organized around the different things we can do to address each of these problems, depending on whether we are a leader, an observer, the person harmed, or the person who caused harm. At different moments, we all play all of these roles, and sometimes we play two or more of these roles at the same time. Even if you are not the “boss,” you will be the leader in certain situations. And being the boss doesn’t protect you from being the person harmed.


The first half of the book will focus on what we can do to limit the ways that bias, prejudice, and bullying damage us and our organizations. The second half will focus on what we can do to address discrimination, harassment, and physical violations.


Let’s start by considering how leaders can use the first frame-work to prevent bias, prejudice, and bullying from harming the individuals on their teams and the results they are trying to achieve together.


[image: Start of image description, A chart shows a framework for dealing with bias, prejudice, and bullying. The prevention is shown alongside each entity. Bias is depicted with a weighing scale with a pan on either side. A tiny object is placed in the left pan, making the scale tilt slightly towards the left. The caption reads, ‘Not meaning it’. The prevention is bias disrupter depicted with two palms facing each other. The caption reads, ‘I’ statement. Prejudice is depicted with a weighing scale with a pan on either side. A small object is placed in the left pan, making the scale tilt towards the left. The caption reads, ‘Meaning it’. The prevention is space for conversation depicted with a speech bubble. The caption reads, ‘It’ statement. Bullying is depicted with a weighing scale with a pan on either side. A big object is placed in the left pan, making the scale tilt considerably towards the left. The caption reads, ‘Being Mean’. The prevention is clear consequences depicted with three pendulums in series, with one striking the rest. The caption reads, ‘You’ statement., end of image description]
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How Leaders Can Foster a Culture of Respect


For me, the chief joy in being a leader is creating an environment where everyone can love their work and working together. That is what allows a team to achieve astounding results collectively and to do the best work of their lives individually. As a leader, you don’t have to choose between collective results and each person’s individuality. In fact, you can’t get one without the other. The strength of the team is the individual, and the strength of the individual is the team. Bias, prejudice, and bullying will muck things up both for individuals and for your collective efforts.


PREVENT:


The Leader’s Responsibility


To create a productive working environment, a leader’s responsibility is to prevent bias, prejudice, and bullying from destroying a respectful team ethos. This can feel like trying to prevent the inevitable, given the prevalence of these attitudes and behaviors. 


The solution is this: when these problems do occur despite your best efforts, respond in a way that makes them less likely to happen again. Some leaders act as though creating a fair and equitable working environment is a distraction from their “real” job: “to get shit done.” But more and more leaders are beginning to understand that they will have trouble getting things done unless they first create a reasonable, inclusive working environment.


Bill Walsh, the former head coach of the San Francisco 49ers, explained in his book The Score Takes Care of Itself that his job was to win football games, but he couldn’t win those games if he focused too much on the score. The score was a lagging indicator of what he was doing well or badly as a coach. He needed to back up and understand the leading indicators: behaving ethically, demanding high standards, holding people accountable, and teaching the players the right way to play. Note that good teamwork—caring about one’s colleagues—goes hand in hand with holding people accountable. Bias, prejudice, and bullying cause unethical behavior, lower standards, prevent accountability, and harm collaboration. All of these things will prevent you from achieving your goals.


Of course, it’s not your fault that bias, prejudice, and bullying are so common. But you’re the boss, and so it is your problem. That’s why leaders get paid the big bucks. Things that aren’t a leader’s fault are their problems. It’s not your job to make the whole world just; but it is your job to make your little corner of the world as fair as possible. You can’t do it by yourself or by executive order. You’re going to need your team’s help. And getting that help will require you to make it safe for them to challenge both you and each other.


This requires what psychologist Jennifer Freyd calls institutional courage. Institutional courage is a leadership commitment to seek the truth and to take action on behalf of those who trust or depend on the institution—even when it’s unpleasant, difficult, and costly. Institutional courage requires proactive action (e.g., creating systems by which employees can raise concerns without fear of being punished) as well as responsive action (e.g., responding to reports of harm forthrightly, thoroughly, and fairly). These efforts can help prevent future incidents, allow people harmed to recover more quickly, increase trust between employees and leaders, and enhance the institution’s overall reputation.
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On the other hand, institutional betrayal (i.e., when an institution mistreats those who trust or depend on it) only compounds the harm to all involved. Some common forms of institutional betrayal are victim blaming, sweeping incidents under the rug, and the like. It can be tempting to engage in these behaviors to limit legal exposure. Ultimately, though, institutional betrayal harms people all over again and will harm your organization’s reputation in the long run. Institutional betrayal is often cheaper in the short run but devastatingly expensive or even deadly to the institution in the long run.


To demonstrate institutional courage, it’s not enough to demonstrate personal courage as a leader. You’re human. Sometimes your courage and energy will falter or fail. Ditto for the people who work for you. And, you’re only one person. You’re not omnipresent. You need to develop systems that will hold you and others accountable.


Get started! Don’t wait for reports of incidents and problems to come to you. Be proactive. The rest of this chapter will outline what you as a leader can do to prevent the toxic trio: bias, prejudice, and bullying.


[image: Start of image description, A sign shows a weighing scale with a pan on either side. A small object is placed in the left pan, making the scale tilt slightly towards the left., end of image description]



BIAS



How can you teach your team to disrupt bias so that they can treat one another with respect, make more rational, impartial decisions, and collaborate in a way that makes the whole greater than the sum of its parts?


Much has been written about unconscious bias training: when it is helpful and when it can backfire. I’ll say this: There are some trainings that are enormously helpful and others that aren’t. The thing that most often goes wrong is that the training leaves people clear about the problem but unclear about how to fix it. This is a recipe for paralysis, or what I call “bummer liberalism.” Luckily, there are plenty of things we can do to make things better.


The key thing for leaders to do is not to boil the ocean and try to educate their teams about all biases or bias as an abstraction. Rather, the idea is to teach a team to disrupt the biases relevant to the actual people in the room. Trying to be aware of every bias that might possibly be present is too much.


Also, there are very few absolutes. What might work for some or even many people won’t work for others. The point is to listen when someone tells you that your use of language bothered them and to be both kind and clear when someone’s language bothers you.


For example, it bugs me when people refer to adult women as “girls.” But I don’t speak for all women. Others don’t mind. But if you’re working with me, please don’t persist in calling me a girl, justifying the choice of words by telling me that “other women prefer to be called ‘girl.’” You’re not talking to other women, you’re talking to me.
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Of course, if a person has a deeply ingrained habit of referring to women as “girls,” I need to be patient and persistent, as long as I can tell they are trying to change that habit of speech when talking to me. They’re not going to be able to change the habit after I tell them once. And of course I don’t get to tell them what words to use when interacting with other women.


Yes, it would be nice if there were absolute “rules.” But human communication has never followed predictable, rule-based patterns. And it evolves over time. Demanding absolutes gets in the way of learning, in the way of progress.


We need to adjust how we speak depending on whom we are talking to. Remember, being authentic doesn’t mean ignoring the impact your words have on others. What matters in conversation is not how “most people” feel about a particular word, or what you’ve always said, or your good intentions. What matters is how what you are saying lands for the specific person you are speaking with. Good communication gets measured not at the speaker’s mouth but at the listener’s ear.


Creating a culture where people can educate each other about specific biases relevant to the people in the room will help your team disrupt bias before it disrupts your work and your relationships. As new people enter the room, everyone will learn new things. That can be fun. Learning new things is not only fun, though, it’s also uncomfortable. The only way out is through.


HOW TO DISRUPT BIAS


If you want to help your team change unproductive, biased patterns of thought, one of the best things you can do is sit down with them and explain why you think doing so is essential to a collaborative, respectful working environment. But for this to work, you have to have an open conversation. Be willing to listen to the reasons why your team may be reluctant. People have painful experiences that make them reluctant to do this work. Talk about them. This is going to be uncomfortable. You can make it easier by reassuring people that they won’t be punished for making good-faith mistakes or for correcting each other’s mistakes. The only way out of this discomfort is through.


Entrepreneur and author Jason Mayden explains why it’s important that teammates feel safe both to make mistakes and to point them out. He encourages people to “get beyond the fear of saying the wrong thing because you can’t get to the right thing without first making some mistakes in between.” At the same time, Mayden points out, “I should not hide my truth to make you feel comfortable in your bias.”


Disrupting bias is not going to feel “comfortable.” In fact, it’s going to feel awkward at best and risky at worst. That’s why starting with a conversation is important. Acknowledge how people feel. Don’t say, “It’s no big deal.” Doing this is a big deal, and different people will be reluctant to do it for different reasons. It’s also important not to confuse being uncomfortable with being unsafe. Don’t minimize and don’t exaggerate. Get it out on the table.


Once you’ve discussed the costs and benefits, odds are you all will decide that you don’t want bias to skew your decisionmaking and your results. If you and your team reach that conclusion, there are three things you’ll need to develop together to start disrupting bias:




• a shared vocabulary to make it easier to speak up 


• a shared norm to take shame out of the game 


• a shared commitment to build stamina
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A Shared Vocabulary to Make It Easier to Speak Up



How can we get rid of unconscious bias, or at least minimize the harm it does? Becoming aware of something one is unaware of usually requires another person to point it out. But pointing bias out is something we too often avoid. We fear retribution, or being accused of virtue signaling. Or we just don’t know what to say.


That’s why it’s helpful to have a shared vocabulary for pointing out bias. As disrupting bias becomes acceptable, people start to engage in this process more often, making it both lower stakes and expected, creating a virtuous cycle. On the other hand, if the usual response to bias is uncomfortable silence, bias and the disrespect that comes with it get reinforced, creating a vicious cycle. Let’s avoid vicious cycles. Reassure your team that disrupting bias is not public criticism, it’s a quick collaborative correction and a sign of shared accountability. You’re all learning together.


Words matter. You are not the word dictator. Sit down with your team and get their suggestions for a common phrase that everyone can agree to use to point out bias. If everyone is speaking the same language to disrupt bias at work, upstanders and people harmed will find it much easier to speak up. People who said or did a biased thing will more quickly understand that this is a helpful correction, not a character assassination.


“I” statements invite everyone to consider the situation the way the speaker does. But the interruption doesn’t have to be an “I” statement. Here are ideas that have been proposed in talks and workshops I’ve led:




“I don’t think you meant that the way it sounded to me.” 


“Bias interruption.”


 “I’m throwing a flag on the field.” 


“Purple flag!”


“Yo, bias!” 


“Bias alert.” 


“Ouch!”





If your team comes up with their own words or phrases, rather than having you dictate them, they’re likelier to use them. However, you do need to offer some guidance. Bias disruption will backfire if the phrases chosen are themselves unconsciously biased.


It’s not always easy to talk about disrupting bias with your team, and the conversation may be difficult. Some may feel that phrases like “Bias alert” or “Yo” trivialize the harm that bias does. Others may be irritated that you are “wasting so much time on this.” And you may feel stuck in the middle.


Remind everyone of the goal: to disrupt bias without disrupting the meeting. You are holding up a mirror for each other because you care, not to attack people or indulge in self-righteous shaming. Remaining silent in the face of a colleague’s bias in order to avoid their feelings of shame is neither kind nor respectful, assuming the colleague doesn’t want to keep saying or doing the biased thing.


Once a catchphrase is agreed upon, make sure everyone practices using it until the whole team knows how to deploy it quickly and kindly, without drama. Make sure that it’s not being weaponized. People should use it to invite others in, not to call them out.


A Shared Norm to Take Shame Out of the Game


It’s important that the person whose bias has been disrupted is treated respectfully—and equally important that they respond with respect. But these are hard moments. Most people feel deeply ashamed when their biases are pointed out. Our fight-or-flight instincts may be activated. We rarely respond well in such a frame of mind. How can leaders help themselves and their employees learn to respond well when their biases are pointed out? 
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The solution is to work out a shared norm for responding that helps the person who said or did the biased thing get out of shame brain. What can help is to teach everyone what to say when someone else points their bias out.


If the person who said or did the biased thing understands why what they said or did was biased, they can say, “Thank you for pointing it out. I get it and I’ll try not to say it again, but please point it out if I do.” Addressing bias can be tricky because changing deeply ingrained habits of speech will take time and require both patience and persistence. One team was working on saying “you” instead of “you guys,” and found it useful to have a jar into which people put a pebble when they made a mistake.


If the person doesn’t understand or disagrees, they can say something like, “Thanks for pointing it out, but I don’t get it. Can someone explain it to me after the meeting or send me an article to read?” This is hard. When I’ve been in that situation, I’ve felt doubly ashamed—I harmed someone and I’m ignorant. Having a norm to fall back on in such moments reassures me that I’m not so alone—it’s a norm because it’s not uncommon for us to harm each other without even being aware of it. And it reminds me that I want to be aware so I don’t do it again.


The reason not to discuss it in the meeting is that bias happens so often that meetings would get derailed if these conversations happened every time it occurred. At the risk of repeating myself, the goal here is to disrupt the bias without disrupting the meeting. 


Of course, at times the meeting should be disrupted. If someone on a promotion committee, for example, is objecting to someone’s promotion for reasons that feel biased, then the promotion decision shouldn’t be made without resolving the basis of the objection. If you don’t do this, bias gives way to discrimination.


To make this norm a reality and not merely an aspiration, start with yourself. Disrupt your own biases whenever you notice them. Or ask the people on your team who are most comfortable challenging you to disrupt your biases in a meeting. Lead by example with your response. Thank them for pointing it out. Reaffirm that this is how you as a team will change destructive patterns of thought or speech.


A Shared Commitment to Build Stamina


If you’ve gone a while without disrupting any bias, it probably doesn’t mean that your team magically eliminated bias. It means that either nobody noticed the bias or that they didn’t feel comfortable pointing it out. So take a minute to recommit to the process.


Remind your team that when we ignore bias or fail to notice it, we reflect and reinforce it, even if we don’t intend to. As Ruha Benjamin, author of Race After Technology, pointed out, we are pattern makers. We can change bad patterns and replace them with better ones. But only if we learn to recognize the bad patterns—our own biases.


Do your fair share of bias disrupting, but you can’t be the only one. Your job is to lead by example—and to hold others accountable for doing their fair share of disrupting bias. The whole weight can’t fall on your shoulders as the leader. Even less should it fall on the shoulders of the people who are harmed by the bias. If they are the only ones speaking up, they’ll get tired of talking, and it will be harder for the team to listen. Hold folks accountable for upstanding. If you as the leader are consistently the only person who interrupts bias, point that out. Let everyone in the room know you expect them to notice and disrupt bias.


This is uncomfortable. But if you’re doing your job as a leader, it is not unsafe. Remind your team there’s a world of difference between what is uncomfortable and unsafe. People will make mistakes, others will point them out, and there will be emotions. But if you keep at it and build stamina, it will get easier. And if you don’t disrupt bias, there also will be emotions—only they’ll be repressed emotions that erupt destructively and usually at the worst possible moment, rather than healthy emotions that are part of learning and collaboration.
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Experiment. One firm I work with is developing an emoji for Zoom meetings to be deployed when bias was observed. The hope is this new emoji will be used as often as the “raise hand” emoji. This will allow people who might be afraid to speak up to flag bias when they notice it. Other teams find a shared physical prop helps ease the burden of disrupting bias.


You may be wondering, Is it really my job as a leader to deal with everyone’s bias? The short answer is yes. Here’s a painful story from my career that shows what happens when a leader fails to disrupt bias.




It Is a Big Deal


I was leading a big team at Google when I heard Mitch, one of my reports, refer to the women on his team as “girls.” For me, that is like fingernails on a chalkboard. Or the wrong answer on an SAT test. Men:Women, Boys:Girls. I’d had this conversation with dozens of men who’d worked for me, and I was tired of talking about it. I hoped one of the men from my team with whom I’d already had this conversation would give Mitch a heads-up. But I didn’t explicitly hold anyone on my team accountable for doing so. Also, I felt a little intimidated by Mitch. He had been in the military, and I assumed (I only later learned how wrong/biased I was about this) that he’d disagree with me aggressively if confronted.


About a month into his tenure on my team, Mitch had a skip-level meeting with my boss, Sheryl Sandberg. It would be his first one-on-one meeting with her, and he was really excited. Unfortunately, within the first few minutes of the meeting, he made a reference to the “girls” on his team.


Ironically, I was at that moment finally meeting in my office with three men on my team. I’d hoped one of them would talk to Mitch about not calling women “girls.” But as I had, they had defaulted to silence. A knock on the door revealed a very pale Mitch. There would be no need to enlist the men. Sheryl had told him exactly what she thought of his use of the word girls.


I immediately felt bad for having put him in that situation. It’s a boss’s job to tell a person when they are making mistakes that are going to get them into trouble. And I hadn’t done my job. I rarely respond well when I feel guilty. I tried to make a joke of the whole thing. I turned to the other people on my team and said, “You can thank me now. You all thought I was a pain in the ass, but aren’t you glad that you know not to call women ‘girls’?”


Now Mitch looked mad. “Why didn’t you tell me?”


I didn’t have a good answer, so I did to Mitch what had been done to me too many times. I said, “Oh, come on, Mitch. It’s no big deal.”


“When you meet with your boss’s boss for the first time and all you talk about is how you are an asshole for calling the women on your team ‘girls,’ I’d say it is a big deal.”


He was right about that and understandably mad. It was my job as his leader to have disrupted his bias. Part of the reason I failed was that I treated the whole thing as though I were the person harmed. And, to be fair, for years I had been referred to as a “girl,” a “chick,” or other words designed to diminish women. As a person harmed, I had every right to pick my battles. But if I wanted to lead effectively, I had to respond.
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I learned something important that day. You may feel like the person harmed, and you may in fact have been harmed in the past, but if you are also the leader, you’d better act like one. It was my job to give Mitch that feedback, both for his sake and for the sake of the women on his team. I promised myself I wouldn’t make that mistake again.


Having said all that, I’m now going to cut myself some slack and encourage you to cut yourself some slack if you’ve made similar mistakes. Being a leader is hard. Being a leader from a systemically disadvantaged1 group is harder. We’re all human, and we’re all going to make mistakes. The purpose of sharing this story is to learn from it, not to induce self-flagellation. Mitch forgave me—we are still friends nearly fifteen years later. And the women on Mitch’s team forgave me for allowing their boss to refer to them as “girls.”


It is a big deal to have a boss who disrupts bias—and it’s better for everyone.







[image: Start of image description, A sign shows a weighing scale with a pan on either side. A small object is placed in the left pan, making the scale tilt slightly towards the left., end of image description]



PREJUDICE



What if the issue isn’t unconscious bias but a very consciously held prejudice, reflecting a stereotype that you believe is inaccurate and unfair, and that people on your team find offensive? What can you as a leader do about that?


The first thing to do is to manage your own emotions. Prejudice can induce a strong response: incredulity, disgust, rage, impatience, avoidance. Take a deep breath.


You can’t control what the people who work for you think. People on your team are free to believe whatever they want. But they are not free to impose those beliefs on others. Your job is to work with your team to identify and articulate where that line is—what is okay to say and do at work and what is not.


The trouble comes when you’re the one charged with deciding when the murky line between “freedom to” and “freedom from” has been crossed. This is one of the toughest challenges you’ll face as a leader.


It’s a leader’s job to create an environment where people can work with one another productively. Prejudice, a belief that some sort of false stereotype is actually “the truth,” is inherently disrespectful. It gets in the way of a team’s ability to collaborate, to honor one another’s individuality, to communicate across differences.


Pointing out a prejudice probably isn’t going to change it. When leaders teach their teams to hold up a mirror to a person’s bias, they typically self-correct. But in the case of prejudice, if you hold up a mirror, the person is likely to say, “Yeah, that’s me. Aren’t I good-looking?” The person with the prejudiced belief doesn’t acknowledge the prejudice; rather they think it’s “the truth.”
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What, then, can a leader do when one person’s prejudiced belief gets in the way of their ability to respect others on the team or even creates a hostile work environment?


I don’t have The Answer to this question. But there is one thing you can do to improve your odds of arriving at a good outcome: create a space for conversation. When you spend a little time with your team talking about what is okay to say or do and not okay to say or do on your team, you’ll build an important conflict-resolution muscle. You don’t have to come up with a rationale that would satisfy a philosopher to figure out how to work better together. There are resources out there that can help. You can hire someone with experience to guide you through the conversation, or turn to articles mentioned in the endnotes.


Create a Space for Conversation


Leaders must set and communicate clear expectations about the boundaries of acceptable behavior at work. But how to do it? It’s not practical or desirable to come up with a list of every image or word that can’t be emblazoned on a shirt or a hat, a list of words that are not okay to say, beliefs that are not okay to express. Banning words, books, and ideas rarely works in the long run.


Instead, I’d again suggest starting a conversation with your direct reports about prejudice. A person has a right to believe whatever they want, but not to impose that belief on others. But where exactly is that line? This is a hard question to answer in the abstract. I recommend starting with a specific situation rather than abstract principles. Sit down with them and talk about some real shit shows that happened at other companies. Or if you prefer a fictionalized example, you can use the one described in the next paragraph.




A Conversation Starter: What Would You Do?


Sometimes a person’s belief is so blatantly prejudiced that it leaves you at a loss for words. Let’s take the case of a company whose employee-engagement survey showed women at that company were less engaged than men. When the leadership had follow-up meetings with women to understand why, the women they spoke with hypothesized this was a result of bias they experienced. However, one employee, a man, asserted that the Big Five personality test “proved” that the problem was not gender bias but that women were genetically more neurotic than men. He went on to say that all efforts to improve the situation for women at the company were a waste of time and unfair to men. When people didn’t listen to him, he wrote up his thoughts in a shared document and posted it on the intranet. When people challenged him, he removed them from the document. When his boss asked him to take the document off the intranet because many felt it was creating a hostile work environment for women and because many managers felt this document was creating a distraction that was hurting productivity, he leaked the document to the media. He then went on a popular podcast and claimed he was being “canceled.”


What would you do if you had an employee who did this? Sit down and review the scenario with your team. Which of the following approaches seems best?
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If you are willing to engage with this employee about their belief, you could start with the following “it” statement:




“It is inaccurate to assert things like ‘women are biologically more neurotic than men.’ In this case, you’re mixing up correlation with causation. The Big Five personality research tells us about correlation—say, which biological sex might be more associated with a given trait. That’s not the same thing as causation—say, an attempt to chalk up a correlation to a biological cause. There are plenty of reasons why women might be likelier to experience so-called neurotic feelings like anxiety, worry, fear, and anger—this type of prejudice included—that have nothing to do with biology. Furthermore, it is a historical fact that doctors have used faux science to diagnose women as hysterical or crazy when they did not adapt to the norms their husbands or fathers tried to impose upon them.”





Or, if you feel this is a conversation he should have in private with the HR team and you are unwilling to discuss his beliefs with him, you may want to take a different approach. A different kind of “it” statement, also appealing to common sense, could let him know whom to have the conversation with, and how. For example:




“It is a giant distraction from our work to assert that your interpretations of Big Five research are ‘the truth.’ I disagree with your interpretations. But it’s not my job to discuss this with you. It’s not your colleagues’ job to discuss this with you. People are stressed right now, and it’s not a good use of time to have this conversation. If you have a criticism of the HR team’s interpretation of the employee engagement data, please talk to them in private. The way you are approaching this is preventing you and many others at the company from getting their work done.”





If you feel what he is doing violates an HR policy or a code of conduct, and you want to shut him down harder, you could use an “it” statement that appeals to company policy. This doesn’t require anyone to discuss his beliefs with him, but it does let him know that he has stepped over a line. For example:




“It is a violation of our code of conduct, which says that all employees should contribute to a respectful, safe, and inclusive working environment for other employees, for you to keep saying this.”





If you want to make absolutely certain that he understands there will likely be consequences for him if he persists in proselytizing his prejudice, which can sometimes cross a line from prejudice to bullying, you can use an “it” statement that emphasizes consequences to him. For example:




“It contributes to a hostile work environment for women when you say women are biologically programmed to be more neurotic than men. Furthermore, it is illegal for management to fail to take action when one person contributes to a hostile work environment. So I am obligated by law to take disciplinary action.”
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If you are a senior leader at an organization, you can use this scenario or one like it to stress test the policies you’ve put in place. Do a “pre-mortem.”







Give your team the basic facts of the case study you chose, whether it’s the one above or another one. Then ask them how they would have handled a similar situation. Invite a bias buster in to have this conversation with you, especially if your team is homogeneous. The goal of these conversations is to come up with a shared understanding of what is okay and not okay to do or say in your workplace. If someone on your team wrote a memo like the one above, how would you handle it? What policy or set of guiding principles could you write now that would help you navigate a similar situation? Such principles might include things like “Communicate respectfully,” or “When people tell you that your beliefs feel disrespectful, don’t continue to discuss these beliefs with that person.”


These conversations will take time, and they will elicit some emotion and even some heat. But avoiding these conversations will leave you and your team without the skills you need to figure out what to do when you’re presented with a crisis of your own. If you have them now, before your team is in crisis, they will push you as a team to think as clearly about behavior as you do about performance. They will force you to create some explicit standards for behavior and to decide what the consequences ought to be for violating the standards you are setting forth. Then you can let employees know when they will get a warning and what is grounds for immediate dismissal. If you have these conversations when things are calm, before some painful public crisis erupts, you’ll be better equipped to figure out what to do.
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BULLYING


Bullying creates an atmosphere of fear that undermines a team’s morale and ultimately their success. Unless managers intervene, bullying is likely to result in getting the bully more than their fair share of airtime, credit, head count, budget, or the like. If bullying gets rewarded, it’s not surprising that some people are willing to do it. But it results in a misallocation of resources, which is inefficient. Bullying also creates a culture of fear, which hurts innovation and morale. Bullying may feel like a shortcut to the bully, but it hurts everyone else’s ability to do their best work, so it does a lot more harm than good. It’s a leader’s job to stamp it out.


One of the things that makes preventing bullying so difficult is that we tend to be unaware when we are the one doing the bullying, but acutely aware when we are being bullied. According to a 2021 Workplace Bullying Institute survey, only 4 percent of people say they’ve bullied someone at work, but 49 percent say they have been bullied or witnessed bullying at work. It’s easy to recognize when other people bully and hard to be aware of our own bullying.


Another thing that’s tricky about bullying is that, as the leader, you are the one whose behavior is most likely to be experienced by others as bullying. Part 2 will cover the kinds of checks and balances leaders can put in place to make sure they get feedback when this happens.
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It’s a leader’s job to create an environment in which bullying gets recognized and corrected. There are two important things you can do as a leader. You can create consequences for bullying, and you can shut down bloviating BS.


Create Consequences for Bullying


Unless leaders create real consequences for bullying, it does work for the bully, at the expense of others on the team. As a leader, you have three levers at your disposal:




• conversation consequences 


• compensation consequences 


• career consequences







CONVERSATION CONSEQUENCES


Your first response to bullying should be to pull the bully aside and give clear feedback. They might say they were unaware they were crossing a line or simply deny it. Or they may argue some version of “I’m doing what I have to do to get results. If others can’t take it, they should find a new place to work.”


Don’t let them off the hook. Reiterate what you noticed and how it affects the team. Then explain that if the behavior continues, it will be noted in their performance review and may affect compensation and even their future at your company. If the person who engaged in bullying does it again, you must follow through with the consequences you outlined.


It’s equally important to follow up with the people who were bullied to understand how they experienced the situation and to let them know you have their back.


COMPENSATION CONSEQUENCES


Never, ever give a raise or bonus to people who consistently bully their peers or employees. Compensation shows what a leader values. Behavior uncorrected is behavior accepted. Behavior rewarded is behavior requested.


In many companies, people who browbeat and demean others are allowed to continue doing so as long as they get results. They might be given feedback about the damage they’re doing, but if their performance review and bonus are based on their numbers, not their behavior, their behavior won’t change.


What is the result? No one wants to work with the bully, and valued employees quit. Over time, as the best people refuse to work with them, the bullies’ performance suffers. But the process is so gradual that the bullies, and also their managers, don’t make the connection between the bullying behavior and performance. After years of getting rewarded for their behavior, it suddenly may cease to work, and they are bewildered. They behaved exactly the same way that year as they did the year before. What changed? The punishment seems arbitrary to the person doing the bullying. Either way, the victims of the bullying are driven away, the person doing the bullying doesn’t learn in time to change, and the manager is losing good people and getting poor results. Everyone suffers.
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