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PREFACE






Jean-Paul Sartre said, “Hell is other people.” You may agree. Being in any community requires tolerance, patience, and the willingness to give people a pass—even if it’s more often than you’d like. The definition of a “jerk” is in the eye of the beholder. People do things that push our individual buttons but don’t bother others. Yet some behaviors annoy almost everyone. We’ve all worked with jerks, and we’ve all been jerks. I’m guessing you selected this book because you have a colleague who’s really on your nerves. Your nemesis could be your special problem or may have a reputation for being a pill with everyone. And if a copy of this book was anonymously left on your desk? Well, then …


If you find yourself fuming, getting sick, complaining incessantly to friends and family (who are tired of hearing about it), lying awake at night, and/or dreading going to work, it’s time for a change. There’s help in these pages!


It’s impossible to foresee how the world of work will morph over time, but what will endure is the quirkiness of people. Irritating coworkers will find a way to reveal their stripes whether in person, via email, text, Zoom, Slack or the next virtual platform in the wings. This book is designed to provide you with practical ideas that can be adapted to any medium. It provides options of what to do, above and beyond what you’ve already tried. You may be pleasantly surprised that little tweaks can make a big difference.


Doing something to improve your situation is powerful; you stop being a victim, might get a better night’s sleep, have happier days at work, and, just maybe, develop an improved relationship with your work jerk. And if you discover you’ve been the problem? There’s help for that too. Ready to do something to make things better? Good, let’s get started!













Chapter One:

HOW TO USE THIS BOOK







Up front you need to know there’s no way you’re going to make your problem coworker change. That’s an inside job for that person. What you have control over is what you think (which feeds how you feel) and what you do. That’s where we’ll focus: how to change the situation by changing what you think, say, and do.


I expect you to use judgment as you evaluate these ideas. Don’t do things you’re pretty sure will get you fired (unless that’s your goal!). But don’t discard suggestions out of hand either. Consider this a shoe-shopping expedition: try things on, walk around a bit, then make up your mind about what you want to keep or discard.


I know firsthand what it’s like to be furious, hurt, baffled, or dumbfounded by someone’s workplace behavior. Earlier in my career, I was certain it was personal. Over the years I’ve learned that’s rarely the case. People act the way they do because it works for them, they don’t know how to do anything differently, or it’s the best they can do with the resources they have. You may have noticed that other people can be with your problem person and witness the very same things you see yet don’t come away from the interaction feeling the way you do.


We all have filters to make meaning of our environment. Our first set of filters came from the circumstances in which we were born (i.e., race, gender, class, region, etc.). Other important filters came from our families or caretakers. These were installed very early in life and may need a good spring-cleaning, if not replacement. Part of the work of dealing with difficult people is to realize what’s going on with you (what’s pushing your buttons) and then decide if that’s how you want to live. Only you can change your mind and act in ways that help yourself.


Who am I? I’m a white, boomer, cisgender, heterosexual woman. I’ve worked with, taught, and coached many people who don’t share my background. For over forty years I’ve been in the trenches of companies as a coach, trainer, and, most importantly, as an employee. I graduated as a clinical social worker specializing in cognitive behavioral therapy and how systems affect individuals. Early on I veered away from being a therapist to teaching and advising others on teamwork, leadership, and communication. I’ve worked as an employee and as a consultant in a number of industries. I’ve coached and taught thousands of people suffering from workplace relationship issues. I’ve counseled both the aggrieved and those who cause the grief, managers, and team members. I’ve also had my own share of jerk challenges, so I know how draining it can be. What I offer draws from behavioral methods, conflict management principles, emotional intelligence theories and practice, and The School of Hard Knocks (i.e., what works in real life and in real jobs).


After decades of observing and interacting with folks at work, I’ve accumulated a compendium of behavior patterns I’m calling jerk archetypes, or “Jerketypes.” Each Jerketype has subtypes, or variations on a theme. In the following chapters, we’ll cover:




	
The Narcissist (It’s all about ME!)


	
The Know-It-All (I have an answer—even when there’s no question)


	
The Incompetent (What, huh?)


	
The Runaway Train (A variety of extreme behaviors)


	
The Fight-or-Flee (Dukes up—or run)


	
The Poor Me (Versions of victimhood and helplessness)


	
The Not-So-Funny Jokester (Ha-ha?)


	
The We Are Family (Relationships at work)


	
The Habitually Annoying Jerk (A potpourri of highly irritating behaviors), and finally,


	
When the “Jerk” is a Toxic Work Culture (The problem is larger than any one individual).





The terms used in this book are informal, although some of the words have everyday, legal, or psychiatric meanings (such as bullying, narcissists). I don’t provide legal advice or psychiatric diagnoses. The colleagues and clients I’ve coached over the years have asked for practical ideas about what to do and haven’t been very interested in how the person became a jerk to begin with. I’ve intentionally stayed light on the “whys” and heavy on “how-tos.”


Yes, it’s possible that addictions and/or disorders are influencing your person. But you can’t solve those issues (or any of their issues, actually), so the focus of this book is on actions you can take.




Where to Start


As you look through the table of contents, choose the most obvious characteristic of your problem person. Of course, there can be overlap among Jerketypes; the Narcissist can also be a Know-It-All or a Runaway Train. An Incompetent can also be a Poor Me, a Narcissist, or even worse, a Know-It-All. The combinations are endless.


If you’re not sure after looking at the table of contents, put on your detective hat. What does your difficult coworker do that pushes you over the edge? Be as specific and objective as you can be, as if you were a video recording. Is it the person’s tone of voice? Their choice of words? Is it a physical issue, like hovering over your shoulder? Maybe they have a habit, such as consistently being late to work, or telling you what to do, or cracking poorly timed jokes. Once you have a better idea of exactly what’s bugging you, look again at the table of contents, or read the beginning of each chapter, to see if you can identify similarities to your jerk. More than one type may apply.







About Jerks


Not all Jerketypes are equally destructive. There’s even a spectrum within each type. Some of them you may be sympathetic to, or consider benign, although other colleagues are bothered by them. What puts folks firmly in jerk territory is engaging in consistently annoying actions over a sustained period of time. All of us can be problematic on a particular day or week. It’s the relentlessness of their behavior that gains admission to what I call the Pest Hall of Fame.


If you like and care about someone, you probably have a longer fuse than you would with a colleague you don’t like. If it’s a brief encounter, or somebody you rarely see, you’re likely to let it go. But if it’s a coworker with whom you interact daily, and what they do is grating on your last nerve, you might want to do something. At the very least, you’ll want to deal with your emotions so you can come down off the ceiling. My suggestions are designed to address ongoing, habitual frustrations with someone that you want/need to remain friendly so you can continue to work together.


If your strategy to date has been to complain to others, this release valve isn’t effective in solving the problem. In fact, by whining you may have become a jerk for someone else. Letting a flood of anger out through gossip may feel better at the moment—but then the upset builds again and you’re back to leaking venom. There’s no lasting effect and you’re negatively impacting others. I hope you’ll decide to engage in strategies that have the possibility of producing positive change.







The Assumptions


First, I presume that you want to keep your job and improve the relationship with your difficult colleague (or at least make it tolerable). Second, I assume you’re willing to take sensible action and try things out to see what works best. If you want things to shift, you’re going to need to do something different—not just hope and pray that they will have a life-altering epiphany, move out of state, or find a new job. I’ll provide tools; it’s up to you to experiment.


My other assumptions are:






	You realize the only one you can change is you;


	You’ll use good judgment about what’s safe to try in your environment;


	You know (or can find out) what resources are available to you in your specific workplace, e.g., human resources, union rep, ombudsperson, legal department, etc.;


	You’ll look for improvements and allow your problem person the opportunity to grow.







The last point can be tough to swallow. When we’ve had lousy interactions with someone, or they’ve hurt us, we don’t necessarily see that they’re behaving better because our filters have been narrowed to look for evidence that they’re despicable. If we’re stuck in a story of their awfulness, we don’t look for signs of positive change—instead we’re engaged in confirmation bias, which is interpreting new evidence as verification of our existing beliefs. Be aware of that trap and make a concerted effort to notice others’ progress.







Is It You?


Since we’re all human, we’re subject to biases. Most of these predispositions, like the filters described earlier, come from childhood. Evaluate the commonalities of people who annoy you. Do you share any of these characteristics? If it’s something you don’t like about yourself, that’s good information. Is it a quality that reminds you of a family member? If it’s a “type” that gets on your nerves, then it’s easier not to take it personally. It may be your sensitivity that’s getting in your way.


It’s important to recognize that most people don’t have big issues with others at work, most of the time. If you always seem to have a problem with someone, I’d invite you to take a deeper look at yourself. What you may have thought was “They are the matter with me,” could well be “I am the matter with me.” It’s courageous to look at yourself and your contribution to relationship difficulties—work or personal. The degree to which you’re suffering may say more about you than the other person, so take this opportunity to learn more about yourself. Please know I’m cheering you on in your quest for self-understanding.







A Warning


If you’re in a situation that’s dangerous, i.e., you feel you or others are in physical danger, or you’re dealing with someone who is highly abusive, unpredictable, and/or threatening, please pay attention to your safety and immediately get help from your company’s human resources, security, and/or community law enforcement. Don’t delay!








About the Case Examples



I illustrate points through case studies. They are composites of people I’ve known over my long career, so they’re based in reality but the specifics have been altered. People’s issues may have been combined, and identifying information has been removed.







In the End …


What we do for a living may differ, but people are still people with all their talents and idiosyncrasies. If you feel crappy about work every day because of a jerk, I hope you’ll choose action over inaction. My experience tells me there are probably things you can do to make a positive difference in your situation. I’m rooting for you!
















Chapter Two:

THE NARCISSISTIC JERK







We’ll start our tour with the royalty of all jerks, the Narcissistic Jerk, because the most extreme version can be devastating to your career. They’re not only difficult to work with, they can leave you questioning your sanity. If you’re dealing with one now, you have my condolences. To be fair, we can all have narcissistic moments. I flush with embarrassment over my own moments of self-importance, when I thought I knew more, or needed to have the attention placed on me instead of sharing. No doubt I’ll have additional self-absorbed bumbles throughout the balance of my life. What makes a person fall into this jerk category is a consistent pattern of behavior over time, not the occasional lapses we all have.


There’s a spectrum of narcissistic behavior at work. In this chapter we’ll cover some, but not all, versions of this type:




	
The Narcissistic Leader (No really, it is all about ME!)


	
The Gang Leader (We’re cool, but we hate “them.”)


	
The Dramatic (What do you mean suffer in silence?)


	
The Non-Stop Talker (And one more thing …)








The Narcissistic Leader



While I paint a pretty damning picture of this type, many narcissists have enduring relationships—which seems astonishing given their traits. Those of you who fall into the category of being “nice” are particularly vulnerable to narcissists. You may tolerate what others would consider abuse and/or make excuses for them.


You’ll recognize the Narcissistic Leader by the following:




	They seek power and control through directing and manipulating others.


	They lack empathy; it’s their most telling characteristic. They have no idea what it’s like for someone else. You might think they empathize with you (or with the people closest to them), but that’s just because they have sloppy boundaries. If you’re part of the inner circle, in their mind you’ve become part of them.


	They demand a loyalty that is not mutual. They carefully distribute praise and affection on an inner circle to suck in followers. At some point supporters are kicked to the curb.


	They share information with you that they swear no one else knows in order to make you feel special. Later, you find out a number of others have been privy to these “secrets.”


	They’re not very sympathetic. If you can’t get an assignment to them when they want it (never mind you just had brain surgery and are still in the hospital), you’ve disappointed them and held them up.


	They can find your weak points and manipulate them just as readily as they find your strong points and get you to do their work. For example, if you seem vulnerable to flattery, they’ll shamelessly cajole you into putting together a document that is their work to do.


	
They will lie mercilessly to get what they want. The generous take is that they’re not even aware it’s a lie. Their internal dialogue must involve convincing themselves they’re right, they deserve it, or other people are idiots or are out to get them. When you know the facts or truth, their lies can be crazymaking.





Narcissistic Leaders are particularly dangerous when they’re also charismatic and intelligent. They often rise to leadership positions because they play politics (both capital P and lowercase p) extremely well. Since they’ve managed to climb the ladder so far (or move to a different ladder), there’s no reason for them to believe they can’t continue. Make no mistake, they’re out for themselves. Often coworkers don’t believe, or recognize, the depth of the narcissist’s self-absorption; it’s all-consuming.


To be clear, you need self-confidence to lead—which isn’t to be confused with narcissism. True leaders don’t manipulate people for their own aims. Instead, they have healthy egos fed by self-esteem. They’re not prone to lying or believing inaccurate perceptions of the world around them—or their exalted place in it. True leaders have the confidence to ask for feedback, recognize their foibles, and learn from them. Narcissistic Leaders barrel through life with blinders on, and with little interest in changing their ways, regardless of how many people they harm along the way.


Some of us have special antennae for this Jerketype because we grew up watching narcissists in their natural habitat (i.e., our families or people in our immediate environment). Others of us are more likely to be taken in because we want to believe the best of the person, or we find ways to justify their behavior. Some people are so shocked anyone would behave this way, they don’t know what to do and let it go—sometimes repeatedly.





Morgan, the Narcissistic Leader, and His Merry Band of Minions


Morgan took an executive position with the company after leaving his previous job as a high-level sales director. A few weeks into his tenure, I attended his presentation to a large group of employees. The way in which Morgan engaged his audience gave me pause. He worked the room, telling a personal story with a crack in his voice and a tear in his eye. He manipulated this group to pony up monetary donations that in the end would make him look good. Afterward, people told me they thought he was a great hire, such a wonderful presenter, and an asset to the organization. My internal alarms were ringing.


Fast-forward eighteen months. Morgan worked his way to the top of his reporting line by undercutting his incompetent (and subsequently fired) boss. One of Morgan’s managers, Gabe, came to me to discuss his concerns about the department now that Morgan had taken the reins. Gabe wondered if he was being negative, or whether he actually had cause for worry. He started with the great quote from Joseph Heller’s Catch-22, “Just because you’re paranoid doesn’t mean they aren’t after you.”


Gabe’s story began with Morgan firing a clutch of good, stable, tenured workers and replacing them with a set of lesser-talented Morgan-supporters. This crew was comprised of three administrative gossips and a clueless manager. Due to alleged time constraints, Morgan declined to meet with the few direct reports who remained from the old crowd; Gabe was one. However, Morgan seemed to have plenty of time for luncheons and happy hours with his new golden people.


Gabe reported that things took a turn from bad to horrid when a whispering campaign began regarding two of the department’s highest achievers, one of whom was a friend of his. The most despicable action involved Morgan directing his minions to look for and document “evidence” to destroy this person’s credibility and question their competence. I’d seen some appalling behavior over the years, but this was pure malice on Morgan’s part. Gabe had been approached to participate in this enterprise, which he managed to sidestep.


Gabe asked if I thought he was reading things into Morgan’s actions, and maybe it wasn’t as bad as he thought? I couldn’t reassure him; it seemed to me that he’d read the situation accurately. I suggested he continue to stay “under the radar” and asked if he had a plan B in the event he became the next victim.


In the end, Gabe survived, and Morgan didn’t. Sadly, his termination wasn’t for his actions with his staff but instead for publicly embarrassing the company by making statements to the media that weren’t his to make. His replacement put Morgan’s Minions on performance improvement plans. None of them succeeded—to the surprise of no one.


You might wonder why Morgan would get rid of the people who were actually doing the work and made the department (and ultimately him) look good. They were too much of a threat. Instead of supporting his staff members, he worried about who might gain favor with senior executives. He assumed that anyone who had a positive reputation would make him look bad by contrast. Morgan’s game plan: clean house of the competent, flatter the flunkies, then shake his head woefully, professing to his boss that he couldn’t get traction because he’d had so much turnover. Meanwhile, he collected a hefty paycheck by playing his sleight-of-hand shell game.







How to Deal with a Narcissistic Leader


I’ve seen a number of narcissists in my life and career. They can be charming—for a while, particularly if you aren’t close to them. But if they’re making your work life miserable, try the following:




	
Stay out of the inner sanctum (the favored group). If you’re unduly flattered by them, see it for what it is. Keeping some distance may lead you to feel marginalized, and you probably won’t be treated as warmly as a result. Understand that those who are currently the chosen are one sword stroke away from being decapitated.


	Find excuses to avoid off-site social events if invited by the narcissist. If you relent, go infrequently and make sure you aren’t the last one there—or there by yourself.


	
Do not share personal information that’s important to you; it’s likely to come back to haunt you. And don’t share gossip or speculation about others. Become a master of sharing a few inconsequential facts or opinions without getting in very deep. It’s a fine line between being friendly and being in the inner circle.


	Don’t solicit personal information from this type of leader. If it’s offered, remain at the most superficial level, such as “Sorry to hear that,” then change the subject back to the work at hand.


	If you get a promotion because of this person, they’ll extract a price—if not now, then later. Know that if you become a threat because of your expertise or political standing, they’ll attempt to take you down by eroding your image. Unless you’re protected by someone they can’t sway, start looking for your next position away from their influence.


	Do a realistic assessment about where both of you are in your careers and what this leader’s pattern of changing jobs has been. You might be able to outlast this jerk.


	Assume they’re there to stay if this person was protected and promoted by someone at the top. Plan accordingly.


	
Get the directives and expectations in writing if you’re asked to do an assignment that you feel puts you at risk. An answer from them in response to an email you’ve written about your understanding of the task may be enough to provide you with documentation if you need it.


	Seek a reporting mechanism if what they’re doing is unethical or illegal; either go through human resources or a whistleblower hotline if you have one.


	Consider your alternatives, decide what you want to do, then act. Only you can figure out how to make a living wage and not lose your sanity at the same time. What isn’t helpful is to whine and stew. Even if you aren’t ecstatic about the options, carefully examine what you can do. It may be that you need to leave for a new opportunity.
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WORKSHEET:







IF YOU THINK YOU MAY BE A NARCISSISTIC LEADER


If you’ve read this far, perhaps you don’t feel good about some of the things you’ve done. Maybe you’re starting to wonder if you should make some changes in your beliefs and actions. I highly recommend that you seek a counselor or therapist to help you find tools and provide support.


Please answer the following questions with a yes or no. For each yes answer, see the advice that follows the question.


1. Do you believe you’ve earned all the good you’ve got?


A lack of humility is not only an unattractive trait, it’s indicative of a lack of awareness of how others have helped you, and to what degree you’ve benefitted from circumstances. People notice when they’re stepped over or stepped on. Make a point of thanking people publicly for the things they’ve done.


2. Do you stretch the truth to get what you need or want? Do you tell people what they want to hear to gain their cooperation?


Lying can come back to haunt you and tank your career. If people find out they’ve been manipulated, they’ll likely distance themselves, spread word of your misdeeds, and maybe even try to get you fired. If you’re engaged in unethical or illegal practices, you run the risk of extremely serious consequences above and beyond job termination. If lying or manipulation have become habits, you might want to seek counseling. Your relationships could benefit from it.


3. Do you have a need to be in control and become anxious if you aren’t? Do you make decisions that affect others without gaining their support?


Controlling others is a problem for both work and nonwork relationships. You might benefit from counseling on this issue. Yes, sometimes leaders have to make decisions on their own, but not in every situation. Because you rely on others to carry out directives, it’s best if they have some ownership. They might have good ideas too. Ask others for their point of view or how they would improve a decision. Listen carefully, include their options when you can, and thank contributors. If you fail to involve others, and they disagree with your directives over time, you’re likely to lose their support.


4. Have you been told you’re self-centered, arrogant, or egotistical and lack interest in other people’s concerns?


Examine the behaviors that you engage in that make you appear to be self-centered. It’s quite possible they indicate a lack of expressed empathy (being able to see things from another person’s point of view and communicate that). If multiple people have given you this feedback, I’d suggest you check in with a counselor.


5. Do your closest allies depend upon you for their status and do whatever you ask? Do you demand loyalty in return? Are you constantly strategizing about who is loyal and who is not?


There’s a lot wrong with these situations, not the least of which may be having people follow you without question into sketchy business practices. If people are afraid of your reaction, you can be kept from vital information, and that’s risky to all of you. Leadership by political intrigue means that you need to be constantly vigilant regarding who’s on what side, who deserves reward, and who must be punished. If you’re interested in abandoning this practice, seek a coach or counselor.


6. If people disappoint you or put you in a bad light, do you make sure they pay?


Screwing up other people’s careers because you’re unhappy isn’t okay. This signals emotionally immature behavior and a lack of ability to deal with uncomfortable feelings.
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The Gang Leader


Like the Narcissistic Leader, these people have the self-centeredness and charisma to be dangerous. Although they’re not in any formal leadership position, don’t underestimate their ability to gather a following. As “informal” leaders, or influencers, they can split a well-functioning team into factions. Please note: not all informal leaders are narcissists.


You’ll recognize the Gang Leader by their strategies, which may include:




	Questioning the authority and the skill of leadership— publicly and/or behind their backs. They’re a nightmare to manage because they always know how it should be done better. They sow seeds of discontent within the staff so that they, too, question the leader’s competence. Sometimes they have just enough information that the manager is left feeling insecure in their own authority.


	Creating a gang within the team (also known as a clique) that shuns or acts badly toward others in the department. It can start out innocently enough, with a group that likes to eat lunch or take breaks together, then transform into the “in-crowd” and the “out-crowd.” If this reminds you of the school cafeteria, you’d be correct.


	Identifying weaknesses in others to manipulate them socially, as well as getting others to do their work.


	Criticizing with no positive suggestions for change. They have ideas about what other people should do, never what they could do to make things better.


	Recruiting of gang members. If they don’t have a following, they hold little sway and tend to be Know-It-All’s (see the next chapter) or gossips.


	Taking their complaints to someone higher up than their own manager. Jumping up the chain of command accelerates if their supervisor gives them critical feedback.


	Forming alliances and enemies—just like the Narcissistic Leader does. They have an ability to switch on a dime depending on who will give them what they want.


	Saying hurtful things with little or no remorse. They feel entitled to be mean because they lack empathy.








Samantha and Her Coven


Samantha came to the organization as a skilled technician. She got good reviews from her patients, but she was an absolute misery for her manager, Ashley, because of her sarcastic and critical comments about management.


Samantha demonstrated her charisma by telling funny family stories and garnered quite a following among the staff. Soon a group of four or five joined Samantha for lunch every day in the breakroom. The conversation would turn to talking about other staff: who they didn’t like, who they thought was incompetent, and, of course, complaints about management. If one of the maligned walked into the breakroom, a hush fell. People aren’t stupid—they know when they are being talked about.


Ashley perked up her ears when she noticed whispered vitriol among staff at the computer kiosks. Samantha was the constant; ever-present for gossip sessions. Ashley called Samantha into her office to have a chat about her expectations regarding teamwork and respect for all workers.


Samantha came in armed with examples of others’ poor performance. Ashley redirected the conversation back to the expectations she had for Samantha’s behavior. However, Ashley noted to herself that Samantha was accurate about performance issues in the department.


When a lead position in their area came up, Samantha applied for it. In terms of technical expertise, she was the most qualified. Ashley, ignoring her fear that Samantha didn’t have the emotional maturity for the job, gave her the promotion anyway. Things went downhill from there.


Samantha ruled her gang with an iron fist. If anyone was friendly to the out-crowd, they were shunned for a time. She was “too busy” with her lead tasks to do the other parts of her job; her cronies were expected to step up and do her work. Favoritism was evident in shift and duty assignments. Ashley kept intervening to correct injustices and give feedback to Samantha—which Samantha brushed off. By now Ashley had a serious morale problem in the department and came to my door begging for help.


When we spoke, Ashely admitted that Samantha had been a lousy choice for promotion. The misgivings she’d had about Samantha’s interactions with team members were valid, and Ashley regretted that she hadn’t paid attention to her instincts. We created a performance improvement plan (PIP) for Samantha to specify what she needed to demonstrate to be a better communicator and lead. Then we talked about how to monitor the plan closely for improvements, or lack thereof. We looped in the human resources representative in case Samantha wasn’t able to turn things around in the time frame she was given. Termination would be the next step if she couldn’t make the required improvements.


A PIP is no fun for anyone. The manager ends up spending an inordinate amount of time on one employee, and that person hates being watched. Two weeks into the PIP, Ashely told me she knew Samantha was looking for another job because Samantha was calling in sick a lot—and her wardrobe had suddenly spiffed up.


Within four weeks Samantha had accepted a position at another company as a lead, of course, because she now had that title on her résumé. Lesson learned, Ashely appointed a new lead from her existing staff who had excellent interpersonal skills and good technical skills.







How to Deal with a Gang Leader: Advice for Coworkers


When faced with a Gang Leader, either because they’re trying to recruit you or because you’ve become the object of their venom, you might try the following:




	Call it like you see it. The Gang Leader, like the bully, gets much of their power from operating in a shadow world. People are too nice or too intimidated to say, “I see what you’re doing—stop it.” To paraphrase words from the “What If They Use Dirty Tricks?” section of the classic Getting to Yes by Roger Fisher and William Ury: “If I didn’t know better, I’d say you were (fill in the blank of what you see or hear).” This applies to in-person bullying as well as trolling.


	Give direct feedback. They’re likely to be defensive, but that doesn’t mean you should be silent; just be prepared. You might want to use amenable language so they can save face, potentially reducing pushback. Words like “I’m sure you didn’t intend to …,” “I’m guessing there’s a good reason that …,” “I may be wrong, but …” Even if they don’t own it, they’re on alert they’ve been caught. Don’t expect an apology or think an apology (if offered) is the same as mending their ways. Watch to see if their behavior changes, at least around you.


	Stay out of the gang. Use some of the advice from the Narcissistic Leader section about staying on the outskirts of the inner sanctum—be friendly but not an intimate.


	Redirect conversation. When the talk turns to gossip, say you’d rather talk about something else and change the subject. Chat about books, cat videos, pets, kids, travel, movies, food, music, the news—anything but other staff members. If you’re included in a chat thread that gets into gossip, ask to have the thread restarted without your name on it. No one is safe if anyone is gossiped about.


	Consult but don’t fix. Even if the Gang Leader has a change of heart, they typically don’t know how to repair the damaged relationships they’ve created. If you have a good relationship with this person and are skilled at interpersonal relationships, you may be in a position to give advice about what they can do to make things better—particularly since you’re intimately aware of the specifics of the situation. However, do not try to fix relationships for them, even if they implore you to do so. Remember, Gang Leaders are master manipulators and you don’t want to get sucked into doing their bidding.


	Report repeated bullying or trolling to your manager or human resources.










How to Deal with a Gang Leader: Advice for Managers




	Make your expectations crystal clear for all your staff. It would be wise to have your expectations about interactions within the team (not just the technical work) in writing where everyone can see them. But most importantly you need to monitor adherence to these norms. The Gang Leader requires much closer scrutiny to assure their observance of these practices. Catch any backslides quickly and insist on course corrections. Unchecked behavior becomes the new normal.


	Be very careful about promotional opportunities for a Gang Leader. Some can thrive in a leadership position but only if they have enough emotional maturity to change their way of working with others and exhibit fairness to all. Let them know that they’re required to demonstrate and sustain these skills before a promotion would be considered. Be particularly wary of advancing those who demonstrate bullying behaviors.


	Notice if there’s a crack in their armor (for example, if they feel a need to justify their actions) because it might be a teachable moment. The more a person needs to justify their behavior, the more they’re fighting with themselves about what’s right versus what they did. There may actually be a bud of empathy struggling to open. If you’ve got a good relationship with this person, it’s of great service to help them connect with their moral compass.


	Be aware if informal leadership moves into bullying. As the manager, you have an obligation to intervene. Consult with human resources for advice if you have seen behavior (or it’s been reported to you) that borders on bullying or coercion.


	Be alert to gang dynamics that can occur as a result of the work group being physically separated. There are special challenges when you manage a group of people who aren’t co-located. It’s not unusual for those in a satellite location to feel disconnected from the “mother ship.” A similar dynamic may occur when part of the team works in a centralized location and the rest are remote workers. Watch out for “us versus them” sentiments whipped up by Gang Leaders. Call it out if you see it and reinforce the solidarity (mission, norms) of the entire team, regardless of where they may sit.










How to Deal with a Gang Leader: Advice for Skip-Level Managers (Their Boss’s Boss)


Tread carefully when the Gang Leader comes to you—and they likely will. All employees should have access to their skip-level manager if they can’t achieve resolution on issues with their own manager. No doubt you’re aware if there’s a Gang Leader in your line. Listen to their complaints carefully, but don’t promise anything other than to speak with their boss to learn more. You want to see action on legitimate issues but not undercut the manager. Together, you and the direct supervisor need to create a plan. Don’t allow the Gang Leader continued audience in your office to whine about their manager—send them back to that person or suggest that the three of you meet.
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IF YOU THINK YOU MAY BE A GANG LEADER



Please answer the following questions with a yes or no. For each yes answer, see the advice that follows the question.


1. Have you been passed over for promotion, even though you believe you have the necessary skills and the support of a number of your coworkers?


Speak to your manager or an HR representative about what the qualifications are for promotional positions. Make sure to ask about the interpersonal skills needed, not just the technical skills, and ask for an honest assessment of how you stack up.


2. Are you highly critical of management and feel like you know better what they ought to do?


Being a Gang Leader is one way of exerting power, but being a naysayer is its dark side. You can demonstrate healthy power by using your influence to make things better in the team and the department. You might find it rewarding to effect improvements. Volunteer to assist with quality efforts or ask how you can help the manager with their priorities.


3. Have you been told (or are you aware) that you’re an informal leader but pretend you don’t have influence over others?


Influence is a gift to appreciate and use well. Think about doing more to help others than to help yourself. Can you mentor, coach, or in some other way positively affect your environment?


4. Have you been told you’re a bully, or do you recognize these characteristics in yourself because you’re aware that you want to hurt certain people?


There are aspects of being a Gang Leader that can border on (or be) bullying. Manipulating, criticizing, or shunning people are all examples of bullying. So is trolling. You might consider an apology to those you’ve hurt. An apology starts with, “I’m sorry for (whatever you said or did),” and then stops. This isn’t an opening to continue on with a justification of your actions. The statement “in my defense” isn’t part of an apology. If you’re asked about what prompted what you did, you can state the conditions in a non-blaming manner (e.g., “because I felt stressed,” not “because you made me feel stressed,” which is blaming). If this is something that you want to change about how you interact with others, I highly recommend that you seek counseling for help and support.


5. Do you find yourself justifying your actions to convince yourself and others of your right to do what you did?


If you attempt to convince yourself it was okay to be mean or hurtful, or you create a story in which you were the victim to make yourself feel better, your moral compass is trying to assert itself even if you weren’t asking for its direction. It’s a sign of strength to reflect upon one’s painful, not-so-proud moments and learn from them. What do you want to do differently in the future?
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The Dramatics and Non-Stop Talkers


As narcissists go, the Dramatic and Non-Stop Talker aren’t particularly dangerous unless they have some of the attributes listed above. I’ve placed them in the Narcissistic Jerk chapter because typically they aren’t tuned in to others but rather focused on themselves. Dramatics and Non-Stop Talkers have different behaviors but how you deal with them is similar, so I’ve lumped them together.




You’ll recognize the Dramatic or Non-Stop Talker by the following characteristics:




	Many don’t do well working in silence by themselves for any period of time.


	They may think that the way to bond with others is to talk about themselves, or worse, gossip.


	Dramatics need an audience to display their emotions. They are, well, dramatic. Tears and angry outbursts can switch to lavish praise and gratitude; all of it has a place in their repertoire. If they have meltdowns in private, I’m sure they post about it. Suffering in silence isn’t their gift.


	Dramatics can be overly sensitive and fall apart over any perceived criticism.


	Non-Stop Talkers come in many stripes. One variety can be triggered by anxiety or silence. In either instance, the talker launches a verbal diversion and nervously babbles on.


	Other Non-Stop Talkers (as well as Dramatics) may be oblivious to conventional norms of sharing or cues they’ve spoken long enough. This becomes even more pronounced on virtual platforms when they take over and it becomes more difficult to cut them off.


	Some Non-Stop Talkers have trouble getting to the point; that’s why they ramble. Or they just don’t want to yield the floor to anyone else.


	Either type may also be dreamers painting a fanciful future or hooked on some get-rich-quick scheme. Their optimism can be contagious, even if their plan is outrageous.





What these two types have in common is their immunity to signals from you that you are busy, bored, anxious, or just need to get on with your life. The worst of them spread a black cloud of gossip, anger, disappointment, victimization, and worry. The best of them can be great entertainers. At either extreme (and everywhere in between), these people can suck up a lot of your work time.







Shondra’s Suffering


Shondra came to talk to me about Palmer. Every time she walked by his cube, Palmer would call out. Shondra’s a nice person; she didn’t want to hurt Palmer’s feelings, so she’d stop to say hi. Now that he had an audience, Palmer would begin his soliloquy. It would’ve been one thing if this was a three-minute monologue, but once he got going, he could ramble on for upwards of twenty minutes.


Shondra had started going to the restroom on another floor just to avoid walking by his cube. When she heard him coming (talking the entire way), she’d pick up the phone and motion to Palmer that she was going to be on the call awhile. Shondra knew this was a small thing, but Palmer’s relentless tales were starting to make her dread going to work. I taught Shondra the art of the drive-by wave and “hi” with a friendly smile. The idea is to keep moving, even if you say a few words as you walk past, such as, “Hey, Palmer, good to see you.”







How to Deal with Dramatics and Non-Stop Talkers


Not all of these people are jerks; you may actually enjoy them! But their inability to read cues, their loudness and endless verbalizations can get tiresome, not to mention take hours away from your work. If what you’ve already tried hasn’t helped, some of these suggestions might:




	
Limit your exposure. If you have to walk by them and they want to nab you, smile and say, “Hi, I’ve got to run.” Or smile and wave, but keep your momentum going forward.


	Interrupt. The secret to interrupting is not to wait for a pause because there may never be one. Jump in and use their name. Since most of us pay attention to our name, you might say something like, “Palmer, I’ve got to go now. See you!” If you’re on a virtual platform with them, you might try raising your hand either literally or by using an icon.


	Leave on your schedule. If you decide to stop and visit for a minute, be aware of how long you’re there. When it’s time to leave, go. When the virtual meeting is over, end the meeting before it devolves into a monologue.


	Stop being so nice. It’s okay to state your needs and end the one-sided conversation: “I need to get back to work,” “I really don’t have time to talk right now,” “I’m on a deadline.”


	Don’t waste your energy on being hurt because they aren’t reciprocating; they may be impervious to taking turns. If you’re waiting for them to ask how you are and listen to the answer, you may be waiting a very long time. It’s fairly common for them to ask you a question that takes them right back to one more story about themselves.


	Borrow from the suggestions for dealing with the Gang Leader: switch the subject, then end the interaction.


	Take charge of your workspace. If they’re in your space and you need them to leave, try saying, “Sorry, I need to get back to work,” then move your eyes to what you were doing before you were interrupted. If that doesn’t work, stand up, say you need to go to the restroom/see Dave/get to a meeting/find food, then walk them out of your area and continue on your way.


	Be assertive with boundaries. If your Dramatic/Non-Stop Talker regularly interrupts the flow of meetings, ask the meeting leader if they’ve noticed a tendency for the meeting to get off track when Palmer starts talking. If the leader is reluctant to do anything about Palmer, and you’re assertive enough to intervene, ask if it’s okay if you interrupt a tangent. A statement like, “Palmer, I think we’ve strayed off the agenda,” will provide an opening for the leader to get the meeting back on track. In the virtual space, you can raise your hand to interrupt and then deliver the message. Believe me, if you can get the meeting back on track, waves of gratitude will flow your way from other frustrated meeting participants.


	Provide feedback to the person about what they’re doing and its impact on others. This is particularly helpful if you have a trusted relationship with them.


	Set a time to meet later to socialize. If you enjoy this person’s conversation, get together for coffee or lunch, or set up a Zoom chat. If you’re in-person, rendezvous away from the work setting where you’re paid to be productive.
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IF YOU THINK YOU MAY BE A DRAMATIC OR NON-STOP TALKER


Please answer the following questions with a yes or no. For each yes answer, see the advice that follows the question.


1. Do you ignore or fail to notice cues that others are bored or need to move on?


Body language is a good clue, so look for these: people’s eyes drop or look away when you talk, they open their mouths to say something (but you chatter on), they continue to work, they start backing away from you physically, they’re looking at their devices and texting. These are all opportunities for you to check in with your audience about whether they’ve something to say or you need to wrap it up.


Being aware of others’ cues is more difficult in the virtual world, so you really need to pay attention to other people’s faces and not be looking at yourself on screen. Notice if there are hands raised or others trying to speak and you talk over each other. Give them a turn.


2. Do you take up a lot of airtime and monopolize conversations?


Consider setting the goals of asking more questions and listening thoughtfully. Don’t interrupt when someone else’s story reminds you of a story about yourself. Instead, listen patiently, or ask questions to learn more. If you’re afraid of forgetting your thought, you can jot down a few words to remind you.


3. Are you worried you waste a lot of time every day by socializing?


That’s an indicator you probably are. Please note that you’re not only wasting your time but others’ as well. Don’t you have work stacked up at your desk/inbox? You probably never thought of it this way, but taking time away from the work you’re paid to do is actually stealing from your employer.


4. Is your topic of conversation “Woe is me,” complaining about your situation at work or at home, or both?


Compassion from others is harder to come by if you’re frequently telling a tale worthy of a country-western song (e.g., the truck broke down, you lost your job, your spouse left, and the dog died). If you find you’re endlessly sounding like a victim, see the Poor Me Jerk chapter, the “Why Me?” section, for more information on what you might try.


5. Do you frequently feel the need to “vent” to colleagues to get things off your chest?


You may think it’s okay when in reality it’s a burden to your coworkers. Please be aware of what you’re saying and to whom. Complaining via email is just as dreary. Venting easily turns into gossip when the other party adds to it and then passes it along. When it’s in writing, you don’t know where it will end up.


6. Do you interrupt a lot and leave a conversation with no new knowledge about the other person or their views?


That’s a tip-off you’re monopolizing the conversation. Stop yourself occasionally to ask a question of the other person, then pay attention. If you tend to interrupt with your own stories, you can reveal that you’re working on this and ask that they put up a hand if they’re not finished speaking. If you’re given the sign to wait, banish your own story from your mind so you can hear them. A conversation isn’t dueling monologues; it’s an exchange of related ideas.


7. Do you tend to go on tangents in meetings or take the group off the agenda?


Enlist others’ support. If you know you tend to get off track during meetings, ask a trusted ally to give you a signal that alerts you to stop. If your meetings are virtual, ask your ally to send you a private message if you’ve gone on long enough. Believe me, people will thank you for staying on topic so the meeting can wrap up.
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