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FOREWORD

In today’s business environment, where every word is evaluated to ensure political correctness, it was refreshing to read a book that offers sound, practical advice to help you deal with the bad apples in your organization. This book is a must-read for any manager, and it’s probably a majority of leaders, who has ever had to deal with a bad apple.

As a business consultant, I encounter bad apple behavior in all forms as I help employers and leaders deal with the inevitable fallout. This fallout can be made much easier if you follow the advice of the authors, who offer solutions that blend development and discipline. They point out that the most important test for determining if you have a bad apple is whether or not the person is having a negative impact on the bottom line. They also explain the various types of bad apple behaviors and offer suggestions on how to evaluate whether the source of negative behavior is the person, the environment, or the team. As managers invest a tremendous amount of time and energy in dealing with the issue of bad apple behavior, this book guides them to determine whether they are making a good or bad investment. One bad apple can truly destroy teamwork and morale and, if the leader is reluctant to address the issues, it also can destroy trust in the leader. The authors point out the need for managers to stay in touch with their teams so that they can identify negative behavior early in the game, because some employees show one persona to the boss and treat their peers much differently. If a manager is looking and paying attention to team dynamics he or she may spot a problem before it gets out of control. Suggestions on establishing norms for the team, skill building, and appropriate training are also discussed.

Conflict resolution is one of the key communication skills for leaders, so I would recommend this book to all managers. I would also offer it as a preread to any of the conflict resolution workshops I conduct for leaders. Very specific techniques are spelled out that can serve as a guide to managers.

The importance of identifying the types of people you want to hire and having an effective recruiting and screening process will prevent the hiring of new bad apples. Making sure you make smart hiring decisions will prevent problems that sap energy from the organization. Remember, the leader’s responsibility in motivating and directing his or her team sends a message that he or she takes the issue of team behavior seriously. Being clear on expectations is another important aspect of managing behavior.

Finally, the authors’ upbeat and positive position that it is the leaders’ responsibility to create a work environment where people can grow and develop communicates an inherent belief that managers control their outcomes. The importance of developing solid, trusting relationships with your people will help determine if an employee will turn into a bad apple.

I love the no-nonsense, take-accountability tone of this book and have learned many new ideas to use in my own business consulting.

Rosanne Dee 
Owner of RT Dee and Associates, 
a human resource consulting and training firm 
August 18, 2008 


INTRODUCTION

If management was just about making smart business decisions and being knowledgeable in the industry, many more managers would be successful. However, management is more about people smarts and understanding how to work with, influence, and direct the people who work for you. A large part of people management is learning how to manage bad apples.

A bad apple is one of those employees who is just plain trouble or completely annoying. While it’s likely that most of your employees do a good job and are reasonably easy to work with, you will, from time to time, come upon someone who is difficult. Bad apples on your team can include anyone from the woman who constantly puts down other people on the team, the guy who is never on time for anything, the woman with the chip on her shoulder, to the man who simply will not stop talking about women’s bodies. Occasionally in your career you may have to deal with bad apples with even worse qualities—someone who steals from the company or undermines you to your boss. Fortunately these instances are rare. But, in short, a bad apple is the person on your team who makes your life, or those of your other employees, difficult.

If you’ve got a bad employee, you may think, “Fire him!” Certainly that’s a solution some of the time, but there are a lot of situations in which that isn’t possible—he’s the boss’s nephew, she is best friends with your company’s best client, he’s the only one who knows how to navigate a software program your company is stuck with, or there just aren’t any good replacements available.

In these kinds of situations, you need to learn how to cope with, control, influence, and sometimes work around your bad apple. You also need to know how to keep one horrendous employee from souring your entire team. It may sound like an impossible task, but there are strategies you can employ to keep one bad apple from spoiling the whole bunch.

This book is the answer to all of your conundrums in these situations. We’ve put together everything you need to know about working with a bad apple, and practical solutions to the problems you face when you’re managing an employee who is difficult. Whether you want (or need) to work around the difficult employee, rehabilitate him, fire him, suspend him, reduce his influence on your team, or learn techniques for keeping your sanity when dealing with a bad apple, we have the solutions you need.


PART 1 

ABOUT BAD APPLES 


CHAPTER I

WHAT IS A 
BAD APPLE?
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We’ve all worked with employees who weren’t always the best and the brightest, but a bad apple is someone who is especially difficult, troublesome, or hard to work with. Before you were a manager, working with these kinds of people made your life hard, but now you have to manage, control, motivate, and guide that person for the benefit of your company—and deal with any fallout that person causes within your team. This can be challenging for even the most experienced manager, but there are definitely ways to do so without losing your sanity. A bad apple doesn’t have to mean that your team or professional future is down the drain.


BEHAVIOR 

To understand what a bad apple is, you need to recognize the basic types of behavior that make a bad employee. There is no one picture of what a bad apple is. These types of workers come with a variety of traits, personalities, and problems. Some are so easy to spot that they may as well have flashing lights on their heads. Things like tardiness, leaving work early, failing to follow instructions, rudeness, argumentativeness, and inability to take direction are obvious indicators that you have a problem on your hands. You won’t feel confident that these employees can adequately do the job, fulfill a task, or be trusted when you need to count on them. Everyone else on your team will also dislike the person, or know that she is trouble.

There are also bad apples who are more difficult to identify because they try to make a good impression on you personally, but make the lives of their coworkers miserable when you’re not there. In these situations, you have to read the signs from the others around them. At meetings, do eyes roll when the questionable employee makes a comment? Does she always volunteer when you ask for something to be done, but doesn’t step up when others ask for help? Are there rumblings among your team members about her work quality, work ethic, or personality? An employee who puts up a good front for you, but makes your team members miserable, is just as dangerous for your team and company as the employee who is obviously bad.

Some undesirable employees can be identified because of the situations they put you in. Compare the everyday, nondisability-related accommodations you are making for one particular employee to those you make for others. If you find that you always have to readjust project deadlines for Tom, or Julie always requests that a sketch be redrawn to make it easier for her to work on, you’ve got a bad apple.

The simplest and best way to identify a bad employee is to determine if he negatively affects the company’s bottom line. This is, after all, the most important test of an employee. If whatever he is or isn’t doing makes it harder for others to get their work done, or for him to complete his, the bottom line will reflect it. The ultimate outcome of his attitude or behavior is that the company is not performing as well as it could.

PERFORMANCE AND PRODUCTIVITY 

One of the biggest responsibilities of being a manager is ensuring that all of your employees positively contribute to the company. No business can afford employees who do not have a positive impact on the bottom line. Anyone who causes decreased revenue or increased cost is a problem for both you and the company and you should pay close attention to this bad apple. If your team or department is not producing as expected—or is not showing increased growth at the rate you hoped—you should carefully consider the role that one bad employee is playing in the big picture.

It’s one thing to say that a person has a negative impact on productivity, but it is another to actually show that this is the case. Measuring a person’s productivity is very industry- and job-specific— but here are a few guidelines you can rely on:

• Evaluate the volume and quality of the work that person  produces 

• Look at billable hours if the employee has an impact on them 

• Compare the employee’s productivity with other employees who do similar work in your company 

• Make note of employees who produce the right quantity of work, but do not meet the levels of quality they should be achieving 

• Determine if the employee is always seeking to improve on the work he puts out 

• Notice whether the employee fulfills your company’s standard operating procedures 

You should look not only at that employee’s personal productivity, but also at how he influences productivity for the entire team or company. An employee who does not do his job well is an obvious problem, but one who drags down the work of others is just as dangerous—but harder to spot because the drain on the company may be subtle and quiet.

apples to apples A CASE STUDY

Michael and Jenna are both sales associates for a siding company. They were both hired at the same time, but Michael had a little more experience writing proposals. Once Jenna learned this, she came to him with almost every single proposal she wrote, asking for his help and input. Michael was happy to help at first, but Jenna eventually took up so much of his time that he had trouble keeping up with his own work. While he tried to get her to learn from the advice he’d given in the past, Jenna always seemed to have a reason she needed his help. While Michael was able to meet his deadlines and sell successfully, the drain Jenna created on Michael’s productivity prevented him from achieving the level of success he was capable of—and that the company needed. Fortunately, their manager, Jackie, was very in tune with her team and asked Jenna how often she went to Michael for help. Her answer was vague, so Jackie talked to Michael and learned what had been going on. She told Michael that if Jenna needed help, to send her to Jackie’s office. At first Jenna was reluctant to ask Jackie for help, but, with Jackie’s guidance, she soon learned how to successfully write her own proposals. Meanwhile, Michael was able to focus and increased his selling levels.

REASONS FOR BAD APPLE BEHAVIOR 

Just as there are a lot of employee behaviors that are problematic, there are many reasons that can explain the behavior. If you can pinpoint and understand the reasons behind your employee’s actions (or inactions), you’ll be in a better position to solve the problem that is causing the behavior.

Some common reasons for below par activity include:

•  He doesn’t like his job 

•  He doesn’t like the work environment 

•  She doesn’t like her coworkers 

•  He feels dissatisfied within the company 

•  She has skill set deficiencies that she is trying to manage or  cover up 

•  He really has no idea he’s not measuring up 

•  She is experiencing a personal, health, or family problem outside of work 

•  He has a clash with management 

•  He has basic personality traits that are incompatible with  the job or company 

The best way to find out the reason behind your employee’s behavior is to talk to her. Find out what her concerns are, how she feels, and what’s going on in her life. It’s impossible to properly correct something if you can’t identify the cause, and sometimes managers tend to overthink things when there’s a simple explanation. If you have an employee who is not turning in projects on time, you could extrapolate all sorts of complicated reasons for this—she can’t work with the new version of the software, she’s trying to make you look bad, etc.—when the explanation may be as simple as the fact that another manager is giving her work that is more urgent. Remember, you need to find the root of the problem before you can fix it.

Unless you understand the underlying cause of the problem, you may end up solving a symptom, but not resolving the underlying issue. If you spackle a cracked wall in your house, you can mask the problem, but it will crack again if you have a shifting foundation that needs to be repaired. Your employee is in the same situation. You can temporarily change some behavior, but if the root cause of the problem remains untouched, you’ll experience problems with this employee over and over again. You won’t always be able to completely fix the problem, but understanding the cause will help you be a more effective manager.

There are certain problems you can’t solve for your employee, particularly ones that stem from personality traits or from personal problems the employee is dealing with. Karen noticed that Peggy was always late for a Monday morning meeting scheduled at 8 A.M. Peggy was a key component to the meeting and starting without her or waiting until she got there was a problem for the team, which was on a tight schedule. Karen talked to Peggy to find out what was going on. Peggy explained that she has to get her kids on the bus on Monday mornings, since her husband has to be at work early.

If you are aware of a situation such as Peggy’s, you have the power to decide if you want to work around it. But if you have no idea why she’s always late, you have no ability to change the situation. You, as a manager, would need to decide if Peggy is so valuable to you that you want to change the time of the meeting, or if the team’s schedule is more important and Peggy has to find a way to get there or she will no longer be able to keep her position.

EFFECT ON YOUR TEAM AND COMPANY 

You’ve heard the saying that a bad apple can spoil the whole bunch. When you have a subpar employee, there is the chance that he could have a negative impact on your team and your company. A bad apple is bad for everyone, whether he causes an emotional drain on the people on the team, a drain on resources, or negatively affects the company’s bottom line.

It may not seem to be such a big deal that Jan spends a lot of time with personal e-mail, or that Rory makes negative comments in meetings. However, this behavior not only reduces the amount of actual work that employee is doing, but may also taint the attitude of the rest of your team. If team members see that Joy never fully completes the purchase orders and that no one cares, your other employees are going to wonder why they’re working so hard to complete their own P.O.s and may start to slack off.

Then there is the employee who has a bad attitude about everything. If there is one person who always sees the glass as half empty, he’s going to share his negative views with the rest of your team. Negativity is insidious. It can easily become part of your team or company culture. One employee who is always negative will eventually wear down the positive attitudes of those around him, and your entire team will end up behaving in a negative manner.

BAD TO THE CORE OR JUST BRUISED?

We all know that people make mistakes and that none of our employees are perfect. You can’t expect perfection, but you can expect solid, dependable work. You can also look for progress after mistakes are made—an employee who learns from her mistakes is a valuable team member.

If you have an employee who slips up and makes an error or does something wrong, you’ll probably be annoyed, but most of the time it’s not a reason to spring into action and analyze whether the person should be fired. It’s counterproductive to overreact to every problem that happens with your employees. If you are looking for problems, you will no doubt find them, but if you expect the best, you will often get it.

There are some employees, though, who may begin to slip up habitually. A bad apple isn’t someone who makes the occasional mistake, but the employee who has a distinct ongoing pattern of a certain type of behavior or failure.

One important clue that can help you sift out minor problems from ongoing patterns is the severity of the incidents. One slightly snitty e-mail is an incident; however a very nasty, inflammatory e-mail can be indicative of a potentially real problem. Once you’ve got two inflammatory e-mails, you’re well on your way to a pattern.

It can sometimes be hard to tell if a pattern is developing with an employee. In the heat of the moment when you’re dealing with the crisis in front of you, it can be hard to really see the big picture. The best way to evaluate the situation is to keep good records. Document every important mistake or problem that happens for every employee. If you simply rely on your memory or impressions, you cannot ensure the situation will be judged fairly and accurately. You may find that over the course of weeks, months, or a year, you’ll see a clear pattern emerging in one person’s file. A written record is important not only so you can know that you’re not losing your mind (yes, Sheila did wear a see-through top to work three different times, you aren’t crazy), but also so you can provide documentation should you reach the point where you need to fire the offender. Try to document as much detail about each occurrence as possible.

Things to make note of include:

• Who was involved (other employees, clients, vendors)?

• What time of day or day of the week did it occur?

• What was the situation that led up to the incident?

• What was the negative result?

• What action did you take?

These records can also help you determine a course of action to correct a problem. For example, at a small law firm, when the receptionist is off for the day, one of the legal assistants will fill in at the front desk. The legal assistants who are there when the firm opens in the morning decide among themselves who will fill that role. Without documentation, you may not be able to confirm that Barb always happens to come in late on the days when everyone knows the receptionist is going to be out so she doesn’t have to take a turn working from the front desk. This might not seem like a big deal at first, but when you take into consideration that she never volunteers for any other shared responsibilities within the company, it becomes a bigger concern.

THE DIFFERENCE BETWEEN
 ANNOYING AND BAD 

We all have employees who get on our nerves or who have personalities that drive us right up a tree. You can’t like everyone. You can, however, find a way to work with almost anyone. An employee whom you dislike on a personal level can still be a valuable part of your team or company. It can be hard to make the distinction, though, between someone who just gets under your skin and someone who is a liability to your team or your company. Employees who annoy members of your team can be a problem, but you need to weigh the impact of the annoyance against the employee’s value to the company.

Try to look at the situation objectively and ask yourself these questions:

• Is the person’s behavior having an impact on productivity? When there is an impact on productivity, you have a problem that goes beyond a personal reaction. If the employee is not getting work done, or his behavior is causing other employees to not function well, it’s a sign that you’re dealing with a real problem that needs to be addressed.

• Is the employee’s working environment creating the situation or is it the person? A person might be responding to pressures or situations in her work area or team. For example, an employee’s work may improve if she is moved away from someone who is a distraction to her.

• Is the objectionable activity because of a personality trait and not a workplace skill problem? If the employee is getting her work done and fulfilling her requirements, the fact that she talks nonstop about her cats should not mean she is not a worthwhile employee.

• Can you change the behavior by the way you manage the person? If there is a way for you to adjust your management style and tactics to reduce the problem the person is creating, then the employee is salvageable.

apples to apples A CASE STUDY

Helene managed the accounting department at an ice skate manufacturing company. Dan, one of her team members, constantly made sarcastic remarks. It seemed that he made comments every few minutes throughout team meetings. Helene had a problem with sarcasm and his behavior really grated on her. She tried to brush it aside and not let it bother her, until she realized that his comments were having a negative impact on other members of the team. Some of the women on the team privately expressed to Helene that they no longer wanted to speak up in meetings because they were afraid of what Dan might say. Helene decided that Dan’s remarks had crossed a line. It was one thing to be the sarcastic guy in the corner, but it was another to discourage other employees from participating in a meeting. Helene spoke to Dan about his remarks and stepped in every time he made a sarcastic comment. Soon his behavior stopped.

When you have an employee who annoys other members of your team, but not you, the problem may not seem as pressing— after all, she’s not making you crazy. However, the impact on your team can be significant. When people argue at work, it is usually about small, seemingly insignificant things. But these small annoyances can lead to big blowups. For instance, one of the biggest problems in the workplace is people taking and eating other people’s food. Studies have actually shown this to be the biggest complaint people have about their workplace. Now, this kind of problem does not have a direct impact on productivity, but it does increase tension on the team. If Omar is mad that Dara ate his turkey sandwich and Lee puts big notes on his food in the fridge that say “DO NOT EAT—THIS MEANS YOU,” tensions in the office are going to be elevated. Because of this, productivity is going to be affected because everyone is spending so much time steaming about who ate his or her yogurt or taking up a lot of work time casually walking past the lunchroom to try to catch the thief.

Your role as a manager is to step in and establish boundaries that keep annoying behavior in check. What you’re really doing is telling everyone to play nice with each other, but it can be helpful to take that a step further and make some hard-and-fast rules for people to follow.

Consider some of these rules that can help reduce tension:

• Everyone must put their initials on their food in the company fridge, and no one is to eat anyone else’s food.

• No one can play music openly in his or her cubicle. If you want to listen to music, use headphones.

• Everyone must eat only in the lunchroom, so that work areas do not smell of food.

• Food garbage can only be thrown away in the lunchroom.

• Risqué photos or art cannot be displayed in cubicles.

Establishing boundaries such as these can keep annoying behavior to a minimum.

PERSONAL OPINIONS AND
 PROFESSI ONAL JUDGMENT 

It can be hard to separate your personal feelings from the choices you make as a manager. Who you are as a person shapes your management choices in many ways. It can influence who you hire and how you react to different situations. However, when you’re dealing with employees who may be difficult, you need to find a way to separate your professional self from your personal self. Again, it’s possible for you to dislike an employee as a person, yet still see her value to the company.

Productivity is the ultimate baseline in all of these decisions.

Being aware that you have some biases can help you minimize them even though it can be difficult for you to clearly see what they are. As a manager, you need to become self-aware. Question yourself and determine why you respond the way that you do. You might discover some hidden biases that are influencing your decisions.

apples to apples A CASE STUDY

Kelli managed a team of public relations specialists for a health insurance company. Many of her employees were young women. One employee, Isabelle, seemed to live a particularly wild lifestyle. She was always talking about how she went to clubs and got totally smashed. Kelli was horrified by the stories and wondered about whether she really wanted Isabelle on her team. Kelli talked to another manager in the company about her feelings. He asked her about Isabelle’s job performance and, when Kelli thought about it, it was excellent. She was very professional and had placed many positive media mentions of their company. She never came to work hung over or drunk and her personal appearance was impeccable. In fact, when Kelli thought about it, Isabelle really did nothing at work that had a negative impact on the company. She realized that Isabelle’s stories offended her on a personal level, but Isabelle was actually a very good employee.

RESPONSIBILITY FOR YOUR HIRES 

If you are the one who hired the troublesome employee, you might feel guilty or responsible for his failure to perform. You might also be worried about how this will reflect on you in the eyes of your superiors and whether it will damage the confidence your other employees have in you. If you made a bad call on this, maybe your judgment isn’t so good?

The thing to remember is that how you feel about the situation has to come second to what the best thing is for the company. You may have the impulse to try to help this person along, cover up her mistakes, or compensate for her inability to perform. This can actually backfire because your superiors will see that not only did you hire a bad employee, you tried to cover it up.

While it may seem admirable to cultivate and bring along a new employee whom you see as having potential, this may not always be the best thing for the company. The time and energy you use to get that person to the point where he is fulfilling his role might be better spent elsewhere. If you’ve hired an employee who has turned out to be a big mistake, it is far better to fire the employee and admit your error, than it is to allow your team to be compromised.

WHY FIRING MAY NOT BE AN OPTION 

It sounds pretty simple. If someone is not a productive member of your team, get rid of him. Unfortunately things are rarely that easy. There are many reasons you may not be able to fire a team member, but they all boil down to two categories:

• The employee has some kind of value to the company.

• The employee has a personal relationship that makes firing impossible.

An employee who has value to the company may have to be retained because she generates revenue directly, is essential in the delivery of services to a client, has specialized knowledge of some system or program in your company, or works for much less than any replacement would. It is also possible that you cannot afford the time and expense involved in finding someone else to fill the position (or perhaps there is a shortage of people with the appropriate skill set and there simply aren’t any available candidates). The only way to fire someone in one of these positions is to be able to show that it makes more economic sense to let the person go than to keep him. You should take into account the soft economic impact as well, such as the influence on other employees’ productivity and the potential costs of opportunities lost or missed.

An employee who has a personal relationship that prevents firing could be a friend or relative of your boss or other important person in your company, have a special relationship with a client that means he would take that business with him, or have some kind of ammunition against you or your boss that makes firing impossible. The economic argument is your strongest one if you are trying to find a way to get this person fired, but you have to be aware that you can damage your own position in the company if you suggest to your boss that his cousin should be let go. The more connected the person is and the higher up on the corporate ladder that connection is, the stronger your economic argument must be.

apples to apples A CASE STUDY

Amber has a close relationship with a key buyer for her company’s largest customer and it is clear that the buyer would follow her if she left. Her manager, Sarah, feels as if she can’t get rid of Amber even though she doesn’t give the same level of service to other customers and orders from those customers are dwindling. Since Sarah can’t fire Amber right now, she brainstorms ways to change things so Amber doesn’t have so much power. She looks for ways to introduce other buyers and decision-makers to that key customer. By reworking the situation, Sarah changed the dynamic so that many people in her company talk to many who work for the largest customer. That way, she no longer feels as if Amber is holding a gun to her head.
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