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Introduction

HOW TO MOVE FROM PISSED OFF TO POWERFUL

Hint: Accept that difficult people work everywhere.

Even on a good day, you can name at least one difficult person at the office. On a bad day you can probably rattle off four or five without even pausing. Be they slackers, sneaks, liars, tyrants, boors, bullies, wimps, whiners, workaholics, or everyday incompetents, you've got your hands full with people who are making it difficult for you to do your job well and stay sane.

I know this because my entire work life revolves around helping people deal with difficult people and workplace conflict. Nonetheless, I do love my work. I love making a difference in how organizations function, how people collaborate, and I get a charge out of how improving those skills improves workplace performance. It's a direct boost to the bottom line.

Understanding each other, one person at a time, finding common ground in everyday interactions, and negotiating differences is essential at every workplace in every corner of the globe. Why? Your personal happiness is at stake. Your company's future is at stake. Every department within your company needs to enhance performance. Collaboration, creative problem-solving, and negotiating conflict is the golden ticket.

Everybody wants to talk about creating high-performance teams, hardwiring organizational excellence, and improving emotional intelligence. However, all of these require the ability to deal with conflict. You must be able to negotiate with people who may not look or sound anything like you. You've got to be able to bridge differences. That's where Stop Pissing Me Off! comes in.

They're Everywhere

I regularly do keynote addresses, seminars, and consulting engagements on this subject. Invariably, after every program, people swarm the podium to confirm that our corporations are overflowing with difficult people. I listen to a litany of horror stories in which the storyteller is victimized by some difficult person. The puzzling part is that no one ever claims to be the difficult one. What's up with that? What's up is that people almost always find a way to shift accountability, to believe that they are being wronged by difficult coworkers. They believe that if only those difficult people would shape up, their work lives would be better. That's true. Too bad it doesn't work that way all the time.

TAKE CONTROL

The thing is, it doesn't matter if the rascals don't take the initiative to shape up. You can still change the way interactions with those difficult people play out. Regardless of whether we're talking about a bully or whiner, your fate is not determined by the whims of your colleagues. In fact, it's quite the opposite. It's a little-known truth that you can change the entire dynamic that exists between you and those difficult people who routinely annoy you. It's not rocket science, nor is there some quick cure-all. It is simply a matter of adding some rather ordinary, but effective tools to your relationship tool box. To help make this easier, you'll find a handy list of such tools at the end of every chapter.

Every workplace has difficult people; yours is no exception. Perhaps you are even the difficult person in your workplace. Either way — whether you're the difficult person or a saint — you can transform your workplace into a place where you actually enjoy working. If you're thinking, “Huh, she doesn't know how bad it is at my job,” I beg to differ. I've been to thousands of offices, assembly lines, R & D labs, quality control departments, executive team meetings, employee town hall gatherings, boiler rooms, back offices, frontline service operations, support areas, management retreats, call centers, break rooms, and board meetings. You don't know the trouble I've seen. I've helped organizations in the middle of ugly mergers, during massive layoffs, and when multimillion-dollar projects have blown up. I've worked with organizations that have swallowed up and spit out their best people and churned through CEOs by the second. I've seen plenty of outrageous ugliness and helped many an employee, manager, and executive turn around seemingly impossible situations.

Don't be cynical — change can happen. In fact, change happens one person at a time. Negotiating differences is a one-on-one exercise requiring a skill set that many people don't have and haven't known how to obtain. This book will get you there. I have been teaching these tactics and techniques for more than twenty years. They work. You'll get results. There's no gimmick; it's about using commonsense, tried-and-true communication techniques. It's about skills. It's about strategies. These are learned behaviors. If you're still reading this, you've demonstrated your capacity to learn, so you can rest easy; you're going to succeed at this.

What You'll Learn in This Book

This book is your emergency survive and thrive guide. As Juliet B. Schor writes in The Overworked American: The Unexpected Decline of Leisure, most of us spend more time at work than we do with our families. About 25 percent of that time is spent negotiating with others. Despite that statistic, we actually spend very little time learning how to resolve disputes skillfully. This practical and hard-hitting book will help you:

[image: illustration] Understand why so many people get crabby at work

[image: illustration] Put the brakes on a bad day

[image: illustration] Learn how to have difficult and successful conversations with difficult people

[image: illustration] Manage bozo bosses, crusty colleagues, and cranky customers

[image: illustration] Realize the benefits of sending yourself to time-out

[image: illustration] Survive and thrive in any workplace

The Consequences of Not Resolving Difficulties

One of my client scenarios, for example, involved a guy named Michael Tucker who was on the fast track at an upstart technology company. He was chosen to participate in that company's Management Development Program, and that opportunity came with some big-ticket benefits — an impressive promotion, a hefty salary, stock options, and plenty of perks after he successfully completed the training.

Michael was a thoughtful, introspective person who pondered issues before responding to questions. He liked to plan and weigh options before taking action. He avoided conflict whenever possible, fleeing from the fray like a roadrunner. He took a low profile until the coast was clear. He was a good guy.

The problem is that Michael couldn't seem to work with Grace Oberman, the office manager. Grace was well known for her unorthodox but productive ways. In fact, Grace's nickname was “GO” because of her initials and efficiency. She thrived on action. She constantly asked Michael to “cut to the chase” and harassed him when she thought he was dawdling in making decisions. No hemming and hawing for her.

Grace relished the back-and-forth of debates and she usually triumphed in most arguments through force and ferociousness. She was a classic pit bull; Michael's cautious, thoughtful process incensed her. Both Michael and Grace whined to their coworkers, spouses, and therapists that the other party was so “difficult” to work with. After eighteen months of stop and go, neither Michael nor Grace was with the company any more. Their inability to resolve their differences cost them their job satisfaction and cost the company two great employees. This happens every week in companies just like yours all over the country. Small businesses, multinational corporations, non-profits, family-owned enterprises — they all have employees who suffer from an inability to negotiate differences.

DEALING WITH DIFFERENCES

The workforce is more diverse than at any time in history. Organizations are a patchwork of people whose backgrounds vary widely — it is no longer a bastion of Caucasian males with a similar view of the world. Baby boomers, Gen X'ers, women, senior citizens, African Americans, Latinos, Asians, gays, lesbians, single parents, and dual-income families are some of the people creating our eclectic work environment. The divide among some — whether it's age, education, gender, position, values, socioeconomic background, political beliefs, or religion — is a stumbling block to a productive work relationship. These differences frequently lead people to label others as “difficult.” Learning how to work with different coworkers is no longer optional. It's essential; you can't have functional work teams without knowing how to deal with a wide variety of people effectively. It's a basic skill set that's as vital as computer literacy. Moreover, diversity is a gift because it allows your department, work team, or company to look at business challenges from a multitude of perspectives, and that creates new solutions. According to the Bureau of Labor Statistics, unemployment has hovered around 4 percent for more than two years now, with little sign of change. Even with the recent layoffs, there still aren't nearly enough qualified workers available for the jobs that are open. In fact, organizations that have suffered recent layoffs, mergers, acquisitions, or other transitions face even more conflict, created by the stress of change and uncertainty.

The bottom line: Organizations can't afford to have their ranks riddled with dissatisfaction and tension. They will lose star performers to their competitors if they don't foster an environment that appropriately deals with difficult people and cultivates a culture of tolerance, creativity, and collaboration.

The Value of a Proactive Approach

It used to be that I often got called just after a company had lost someone due to conflict. I'd fly in after the fact and assess the damage and help sort out the whole mess. There is a big shift that's occurring now. These days, I often get called before there's irreversible damage. People are starting to see that they can be proactive. The good news is that you don't have to depend upon your boss or your budget to learn these skills. You've now got Stop Pissing Me Off!

This book is unlike anything currently on the shelves. Sure, there are books on relationship conflicts, but there is no business book that deals with workplace woes resulting from the difficult people that populate your corridors. This is the only book that singularly tackles the issue of embracing difficult people in the workplace and offers the possibility of transforming those relationships. The tools in this book can transform your work life faster than any other change you can make. Not bad return on investment (ROI) on a book that is only slightly more than the price of a few designer cups of coffee!

This is not an academic tome — it's a field guide for people in the trenches at all levels of business who need to understand the underlying reasons for difficult people, manage those difficulties, work productively with a diverse work force, and transform work misery into work joy!

Had Michael and Grace read this book, they'd probably be happily ensconced in their respective offices, loving their jobs.

Why You and Your Organization Need This Book

Research from the American Management Association (AMA) shows that the staggering cost of replacing an employee can range from 30 percent of the employee's annual salary to 1.5 times that much. Moreover, the AMA also reports that turnover in the United States shot to its highest level in nearly two decades, reaching a record 19 percent in 2006. To put that in context, suppose a financial services firm employs 1,000 people at an average pay rate of $14 per hour. If that company has only a 10 percent turnover rate, the annual impact on its profits conservatively ranges from $875,000 to a whopping $1.2 million.

Reducing turnover is a mandate for organizations that wish to be successful. The top reason that employees leave is conflict with bosses and colleagues. The Gallup Organization interviewed two million employees at 700 different companies and found that employees' relationships with their supervisors affect how long they stay at a company as well as employee productivity. Marcus Buckingham, a senior management consultant at Gallup and the primary analyst for the study says, “People join companies and leave managers.”

These results are corroborated by another recent survey about workplace stress. A Wright Management survey this year found that two-thirds of workers feel burned out. The highest source of stress? Difficult coworkers. Likewise, in my experience as a workplace consultant, the biggest reason people give for leaving their job is because they are disconnected from their bosses or work situation. Good people simply won't continue to work for jerks or toil under unfavorable daily conditions.

An interview of Fortune 500 senior executives reveals a statistic that can cripple businesses: Executives spend a significant amount of time wrestling with the difficult people at work who create unproductive conflict. In fact, 20 percent of their time is devoted to conflict-related activities. Think about that time in terms of money: 20 percent of their salary is wasted on unproductive conflict. Where's the ROI there? When you add up the costs of conflicts with difficult people, it's readily apparent that it can close the doors of organizations. There are the direct costs, productivity costs, opportunity costs, and the emotional costs that cause people to misdirect their energy to their own detriment.

Employees, supervisors, managers, and top executives all can use Stop Pissing Me Off! to gain the understanding, attitude, and skills they need to reduce turnover, create exceptional teams, and improve productivity. This book is full of practical examples and proven methods that represent some of the best practices for a productive workplace.

The power of this book is that it illuminates a productive path through conflicts with difficult people. It teaches you how to improve your own skills and become more successful, regardless of how others act or what relationship styles they use. You'll be a better individual contributor or leader, and a more skilled negotiator capable of facilitating resolutions in a business environment that is fraught with continuous change.

Because of my experience in diverse workplaces, I can relate to many different kinds of people, from truck drivers to technology experts. I've toiled as an attorney and intern for the U.S. Congress and federal government, and in law firms as an associate, contract attorney, and partner. I grew up working on a ranch and worked my way through college and law school by teaching swimming, cleaning restrooms, waiting tables, and washing dishes. I also worked as a dorm counselor and secretary. Trust me: Difficult people populated all those diverse work situations, so I had at least thirty years of working experience to draw on while writing this book.

If you travel the yellow brick road of this book, I guarantee you'll have better work days ahead, and who knows? You might even get in to see the wizard.

YOUR RELATIONSHIP TOOLBOX
HOW TO MOVE FROM PISSED OFF TO POWERFUL





	PISSED OFF
	POWERFUL




	Searching for a place without difficult people
	Accepting that difficult people work everywhere



	Thinking that working with difficult people is rocket science
	Recognizing that dealing with people is a skill you can learn, not a matter of luck or fate



	Assuming that learning how to work with people isn't important
	Focusing on the bottom-line benefits to you and your organization of gaining these skills







01.

WHAT'S WITH ALL THE BITCHING AND MOANING?

How to understand workplace stress.

In the 2006 movie Crash, tempers flare. Racial epithets are hurled. Iranian, Korean, black, and white crash into each other, and so do their cultures. The characters all make assumptions about each other. Don Cheadle, who plays an African American detective, reflects on the alienation that is palpable in his world: “It's the sense of touch. In any real city, you walk, you know. You brush past people. People bump into you. In LA, nobody touches you … I think we miss that touch so much that we crash into each other just so we can feel something.”

It seems like today, wherever you go, people are angry. Rudeness is rampant and it's a rare day when you aren't the target of someone's ire. People snap at you as you order your triple venti, no-foam latte at Starbucks. They're annoyed at how you drive. They get out of bed unhappy and come to work agitated. They take it out on their coworkers, their neighbors, or their spouse. It's a vicious cycle that goes around and around. In this chapter, I am going to help you gain insight into the world of workplace stress.

Why Is Everyone So Crabby at Work?

Yes, most people today are angry about something — and they're wearing that hostility on their sleeves. Moreover, people seem unable to express that anger on their own time. One of the characters in the movie Crash, played by Sandra Bullock, expresses her frustration. Her voice cracks as she says, “I'm angry all the time and I don't know why.” Unfortunately, the workplace has become a toxic dump for people's annoyances, agitation, and all-out bad behavior. E-mails to my Web site,  www.workplacesthatwork.com , as well as my audiences' responses tell me that we're facing a virtual epidemic of workplace meanness. Consider these stats:


	Surveys show that two-thirds of individuals feel burnout on the job.

	More than half of workers say they work under a great deal of stress.

	The top source of stress? Difficult coworkers!



It's no surprise that this one-two-three punch creates a triple threat of short tempers, annoyance, and general crabbiness. Just when you're completely burned out, some coworker acts like a jerk.

You probably have your own personal list of people whose behaviors chap your cheeks. It could include loud talkers, screamers, slackers, whiners, gum-smackers, and so much more! The consensus in the March 2006 Randstad survey of 2,318 employed adults on the topic of workplace etiquette (which might be an oxymoron) revealed that:

[image: illustration] 32 percent of employees listed “loud talkers” as one of their biggest pet peeves in the office.

[image: illustration] 45 percent of those polled said condescending tones were the worst.

[image: illustration] 37 percent found public reprimands at work particularly irritating.

Micromanaging struck a nerve with 34 percent of the respondents, even more than cell phones ringing (30 percent), use of speakerphones in public areas (22 percent), and using PDAs during meetings (9 percent). And 11 percent of those polled hate it when colleagues engage in personal conversations in the workplaces. The Associated Press also collected its own Top Ten List of Annoying Behaviors. Can you believe that some of this stuff really is tolerated? Check it out:


	The manager who tried to get employees in another department fired for eating bagels that were to be served at a meeting the next day. (My question is, what's up with the manager — day-old bagels?!)

	The coworker who constantly e-mails the person who is sitting right next to her.

	The coworker who sits in a crowded cubicle area and puts conversations on speakerphone, including those that detail after-hours exploits better left unexposed.

	The boss who cuts his fingernails while standing in his employee's cube.

	The coworker who steals other people's food from the lunchroom refrigerator.

	The coworker who unilaterally decided to change his job title to look more important.

	The boss who swears at the top of his lungs and occasionally throws his chair or phone down the hall.

	The coworker who walks up and randomly scratches other people's backs.

	The coworker who was caught sleeping on the job more than once and who insisted he was praying every time.

	The coworker who greeted fellow employees (before the poor souls even had a cup of joe) with the sarcastic welcome, “Are you ready for another fun and exciting day?”



I understand workplace woes. I once worked for a brilliant but temperamental manager who habitually yanked his entire phone set out of the wall and threw it across the room. It engendered the post-Cold War duck-and-cover move among his subordinates. I found out recently that on a rare day when he actually used his phone to talk to someone, he called over to the facilities people and asked for a ladder. Anxious to avoid a blowup with the boss, the facilities employee double-timed it to the boss's office. The boss took the ladder from him, climbed up to the top, removed a ceiling tile, and yanked out the intercom system because he was so annoyed at its constant interruptions! This little fit of pique cost the firm $10,000 to repair!

While ripping out the intercom system is an outrageous behavior, it's possible to at least understand the source of it.

What's your limit? When do you say, as the frustrated broadcaster in the movie Network urged the world to do, “I'm mad as hell and I'm not going to take it any more?”

Road Rage at Work: Why There's Hostility in the Hallways

Remember the good old days, when road rage happened only on the freeway? Today, rage has ramped up to include the triggers of cell phones, computers, neighbors, even “disrespecting” looks, say police officers in Milwaukee, where arguments are now the leading cause of homicides. Wow. Simple arguments now end in death. While it's certainly not in the same category as murder, it's not surprising that in poll after poll, Americans say civility is dead. When did good manners die?

Perhaps the niceness slide began in the 1990s, when personalities such as Judge Judy, Rush Limbaugh, and Don Imus were given high TV ratings for shaming and taking potshots in the name of entertainment. On cable, commentators including Bill O'Reilly perfected the putdown punch. Reality TV is a barrage of verbal and physical abuse. It's the modern-day match-up between Christians and lions at a Roman circus. Another possible explanation for the increase in behavior that some may consider offensive is the speed of today's communication.

WIRELESS INSOLENCE

Perhaps the wireless tether has people poised for attack. Instant messaging, cell phones, blogs, online shopping, Internet chatrooms, and iPods provide a 24/7 stream of noise, interruptions, multitasking opportunities, and overload. The instantaneous nature of the communication allows us to shoot off an ill-conceived idea, an inflammatory message, a momentary meltdown, or a half-cocked thought without batting an eye. It's too easy.

The problem is, out of the 60,000 or so thoughts we have every day, most are not fit for sharing. We've lost our internal “pause” buttons — all impulse control is out the window! We no longer think before speaking or writing. Yet, speak and write we do, burdening others with thousands of lame thoughts, insensitive remarks, and other unsavory unspeakable offenses. Technology has allowed us to broadcast our cheap shots 24/7.

Nancy Ann Jeffrey of The Wall Street Journal writes that America's etiquette epidemic may be the “dark side of the New Economy.” She opines that boorish behavior is the product of an e-culture that “glorifies speed over decorum and innovation over tradition.” It also glorifies communicating before reflecting. Just because we have an enormous number of thoughts every day doesn't mean that anyone else needs or wants to hear them.

Columnist George Will of The Washington Post chimes in on the subject, noting that when it comes to pagers, cell phones, text messaging, and video games, children and adults behave the same. “These arrested-development thirteen-year-olds do not distinguish between being in private and being in public. Wherever they are, they are the center of the universe,” he writes. Naturally, this culture of rudeness spills into the workplace, making the normal civility that cushions us from the slings and arrows of barbaric behavior a thing of the past.

The Architecture of Annoyance

What's contributing to this souped-up, high-amp culture of annoyance? The very structure of our brain. Yep, the brain is malleable, and we're creating pathways that facilitate rapid response to annoying behaviors. Modern neuroscience is now confirming what ancient yogis knew and taught: The mind is like an untrained monkey, plunging down jungle paths toward bananas and coconuts whether we need them or not.

Unless we train ourselves to pause, and become aware of our feelings, thoughts, and reactions, we will be hijacked by forces beyond our conscious mind all day long. In addition to the five senses of taste, touch, smell, sight, and sound, yogis talked about a sixth sense — thoughts. These include memories and feelings as well as what we usually consider thoughts. With more than 60,000 of these thoughts a day — not to mention the constant sound, smell, and light show from our other senses — we're bombarded. If that weren't enough, we now have an electronic deluge that no other generation has ever experienced. Suddenly, we simply respond to stimuli as if we're part of a Pavlovian experiment; as a society, we're walking around either stupefied or reactive. As both yogis and modern neuroscience have discovered, the same sequence occurs after a thought enters the brain. Each input is first “recognized,” and then it is “appraised” or labeled as pleasant, unpleasant, or neutral. Our consciousness then reacts to these stimuli: if pleasant, we react with attraction; if unpleasant, we react with aversion. Then comes the final link: action. If we don't like the stimulus, we push away; if we're attracted, we lunge toward the object of our affection.

Appraisal. Impulse. Action. We go through this triple filter a zillion times a day. It's as though our brains are trapped in a perpetual Xbox Arcade; we're virtually careening through these states and reacting or avoiding all over the machine of life. Unless the mind is finally trained to pause, and we breathe and relax into the stimulus, we simply react without thinking. A radical discovery made by both yogis and modern cognitive therapy is this: We don't have to react. It is possible to experience both pain and pleasure without reacting.

WHAT DOES THAT MEAN TO ME?

What does all this have to do with why everyone is so crabby at work? The constant bombardment of stimuli flung at us by our high-tech, instant gratification world creates a brain on overload. Our brains are simply trying to deal with stimuli as fast as they're coming in, so there's a strong propensity to react without reflection. The brain is trying to cope with a preposterously out-of-control “to-do” list. You know the feeling. You recognize the frustration of always having too many things to do. Naturally, people lash out at coworkers or anyone else who gets in the way.

If you happen to be the recipient of someone else's rage or frustration, it probably makes you want to turn in the opposite direction or strike back. It's the old fight-or-flight choice. It's rare that a person chooses to stand and defuse the situation, creating a more productive outcome and an enriched relationship with a colleague. In upcoming chapters, you'll see how you can control your own part of the interaction, even if others are spinning out of control.

Using the Power of Creative Conflict

The other biggie that causes crabbiness on the job is the Big C: conflict. Most of us hate it, but did you know that we have to have conflict? Most of us don't know why in the world we'd want to have it, or how to deal with conflict appropriately. You can read more about the inherent power of creative conflict and how to embrace it in my book The Power of a Good Fight: Embracing Conflict to Drive Creativity, Productivity and Innovation.

The good news is that using conflict productively is a learned skill. You don't have to have natural talent. You don't have to be born with a conflict management gene. Learn the skills; harness the power of creative conflict, and that bitching and moaning will all but disappear. Really. Learn how to have a good fight.

There is absolutely more conflict in most workplaces today than ever before. A more diversified work force, an unbelievably cutthroat competitive environment, rapid technological advancements, international conflict, and the chronic squeeze to do more with less has people pretty worked up. You'd think with all that going on, we'd figure out how to perfect the art of the “good fight.” A good fight is one that is:


	Open, not closed — people admit there's a conflict

	About ideas, not personalities

	Where people value the creative potential of conflict

	Where people skillfully manage their emotions



Sounds like a fight from another planet, doesn't it? Most people have bad fights. Dreadful fights. People are stuck in unproductive battles about personalities, the past, or “beyond” issues — things that are beyond the power of the people in the room to solve, usually structural issues such as budget limitations or lines of authority. These unproductive conflicts cause the combatants to snipe, snarl, and snivel at each other, leading to road rage in the hallways.

ESCAPING THE RAGE TRAP

What is the way out of this trap?

First, people need to realize that conflict is an inevitable part of life. Most conflict originates because we believe that someone or something is just not fair. It's a legitimate observation. Life isn't fair. Hence, conflict is inevitable.

Second, most people have not prepared for conflict; they have not created the deep connections with those they work with, nor discussed how they intend to resolve inevitable conflicts when they arise. Most workers have not studied conflict, nor have they practiced the skills of a “good fight” as they would practice if they wanted to improve their game, knit a better sweater, or produce a snappier PowerPoint presentation. You can learn the rules and outcomes if you work on it.

Third, most of us have not realized that all people have a particular “personality style” when they are in conflict. It's the way they respond when they feel pressured, or when their backs are to the wall. Think of your mom when she'd get angry when you were a kid. There was a predictable set of behaviors. You could feel it coming. You knew exactly what your mom was going to do when she reached her limit. Like your mom, most people are creatures of habit. They respond in predictable ways until they get better skills! Changing another person's style is about as easy as convincing a leopard to change her spots, but what you can do is learn how to recognize and work with different styles.

Last, but certainly not least, we need to recognize that most people do not have a deep and abiding purpose in life, one that's wide enough and strong enough to carry them over the rough spots of working through conflicts. Managing conflict is work, and you need to have a higher purpose — a bigger goal that makes it worthwhile to persevere through a difficult conflict.

What's a worried and worked-up worker to do? Never fear. If you plow through the whos, whats, wheres, and whens of this book, you'll know what to do, and why. But first, we need to untangle one preliminary muddle: Who causes all these bad days at work? Is it us, or them?

YOUR RELATIONSHIP TOOLBOX
HOW TO MOVE FROM PISSED OFF TO POWERFUL





	PISSED OFF
	POWERFUL




	Taking others' crankiness personally
	Recognizing your own and others' stress



	Assuming conflict is dysfunctional
	Accepting conflict as a part of every workplace



	Ignoring conflict
	Learning how to approach conflict proactively and productively



	Conflict about personalities
	Conflict about ideas







02.

WHAT THE HELL IS YOUR PROBLEM? (MAYBE IT'S YOU)

How to identify whether you or they are the problem.

One summer Saturday night, I was sitting in a café called Wonderview at the top of Coal Creek Canyon, just north of where I live in Golden, Colorado. Suddenly, a 250-pound guy, in a Batman getup, leaped from behind the trailer across the road! He darted in and out of the pines and then evaporated into the cabin behind the trailers, intent upon some secret rescue mission.

“Batman!” I exclaimed. A few diners glanced up and then went back to slurping margaritas and crunching on chips and salsa.

“Oh yeah,” my friend muttered. “I've seen him before. He comes out on Saturday nights to entertain people.”

“But who is he? What's he doing here?

“Who knows?” My friend, who lives in the canyon and is unfazed by its many eccentric characters, shrugged.

What, Exactly, Does It Mean to Be Difficult?

While longtime canyon residents shrugged off the antics of this would-be Batman as Saturday night entertainment, I was left to ponder how this diverse crowd would handle his eccentric behavior if they knew him in another context. Would the residents of Denver's tonier suburbs tolerate Batman leaping about every Saturday night in their neighborhood? Would it be difficult if he were a part of their family? A neighbor? An employee? A colleague? Is the would-be Batman difficult or just different?

Our decisions about who and what is difficult depends totally on context and our own worldview. Recently, I was talking to one of my colleagues, Bill, about marriage and its many difficulties. “Marriage is hard,” he agrees. “Jean has been driving me crazy.”

“What does she do?” I asked.

“She's always losing her keys; it drives me nuts!”

Compared to other marital woes, griping about misplaced keys seemed just petty, but to him, it's crazy-making. When I think about the fact that Bill is compulsively organized, I could see that waiting around while Jean searches endlessly for the elusive keys would be beyond maddening.

How about you? Can you tolerate eccentric batmen and missing keys? Do you sweat the small stuff, or do you understand that really, as author Richard Carlson reminded us, it's almost all small stuff? That's not to say that people don't want excellence. Of course, you want to be on a high-performing team. Of course, you want to be surrounded by brilliant, competent people who are also kind and charming and know exactly what to say and when not to speak at all. But, we are on planet Earth, so stuff happens. Even if you're surrounded by high-flying extraordinary colleagues, they may drive you nuts! The truth is, that may be more a matter of your own issues — not theirs.

In most workplaces, there are truly difficult people who drive everyone batty. Even the Dalai Lama, when pressed on the issue of whether force should be used around the globe, responded in a recent interview that yes, sometimes you do have to use force because there are “rascals afoot in the world.” However, whether we see rascals or terrorists may be a matter of our perspective or our place in life.

How do YOU Define Difficult?

How do you decide who is truly difficult? A good test is this: Does the person's behavior have an impact on your individual or team performance? If not, it's eccentric, “rascally” behavior and you need to manage your own attitude. You're not dealing with a truly difficult person who needs to be monitored and managed.

If the person is keeping you from doing your best work, it may be because of what you're doing. Ask yourself if it is because you're engaged in “taking their inventory, not yours,” as they say in twelve-step groups. Are you focusing on their faults, instead of spending your energy more productively by improving your own behavior?
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