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I am delighted to dedicate this book to my honorary children,
Janel Dixon, Carolyn Ferko, Daniel Rudasill, and Eileen Weinstein.
Each of you is a Class Act.



Foreword

Class Acts is the important new look at business and corporate manners for this century.

And I can say this, as the first published author on business manners, back in the 1970s, when the world was so different: Mary Mitchell’s solid approach is based on accountability and integrity.

I have been Mary’s proud mentor for some years. She builds on my earlier reference works with a “how to” for the entire workplace audience—providing the best advice, the best understanding, and the clearest prose, so they will comprehend, utilize, and become Class Acts.

Read, study, enjoy, and prosper!

Letitia Baldrige

Washington, D.C.

October 2002



Author’s Preface

People ask me all the time if I agree with them that the world is becoming ruder by the minute. Yes, I do. When I ask myself why this is so, I have only to look at the miracles of technology for the answer.

Then I stop and realize that the miracles of technology merely provide the many opportunities for expanding rudeness. The cause is more discreet. . . . Is it not the growing greed and acquisitiveness that pervades our society that is in fact the causal force?

It appears to me that we have traded our compassion, kindness, consideration, and, in many ways, our very integrity so that we may utilize the new technology and its attendant means to acquire more money and power.

I was struck by a full-page ad in The New York Times that boasted, “Never be bored in a meeting again.” It went on to say that if you purchased this new whiz-bang gizmo, you could do your holiday shopping, purchase theater tickets, order dinner, plan your vacation, check your stock portfolio, and answer your e-mail—all while you are being paid to focus on the meeting agenda. That’s rude. It’s crazy. It’s one example of why we’re all running on tilt.

The breakdown of human interaction—phone responses converted to endless menus, an obsession for immediate gratification, financial and otherwise—allows the new technology to support, indeed foster, systemic rudeness.

Remember when stores were closed on Sundays? Remember when commuters said that, annoying as a thirty-minute ride to work might be, the time provided an opportunity to decompress, to regroup, to reflect? Now there is no escape from the cell phone, whether in your car or on the train or bus. There’s just no down time and no time for the solutions that come to us during such meditative periods.

I am all for the miraculous technology I seem to berate. But, let’s utilize it with manners. We must remember that for each and every action, there will be an equal and opposite reaction. We just need to allow time in our thinking and behavior to compensate and regain our civility.

Mary Mitchell

Philadelphia, Pa.
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Introduction

“She’s just not a class act,” the senior executive at a major international company said. “But we’re willing to invest in her as a person as well as for our company. Can’t you do something? Teach her how to behave? Can’t you teach her how to handle herself in and out of the office?”

That single telephone call started me on a path of private coaching. On the surface, I was supposed to teach individuals etiquette skills. But, for me, etiquette skills cannot exist in a vacuum. Etiquette gets its authority from important, fundamental principles: respect for ourselves and respect for every other human being.

Good manners come from the inside. They reflect the principles of self-respect and respect for others. They give us confidence.

Etiquette, on the other hand, comes from outside—etiquette is merely a set of practical rules that guide our behavior with others. Knowing how we’re expected to behave makes us confident and self-assured. Knowing the rules and living by them allows us to focus on the business at hand more effectively.

The young woman, my first official coaching client, graduated from an Ivy League college and a first-class MBA program. Yet those esteemed institutions failed her, as they fail many people, by ignoring the human interactions that consitute business life. Those human interactions are filled with opportunities that so often descend into minefields, simply because we have stopped reflecting on how we treat each other. We have stopped reflecting on why we make choices. We have stopped reflecting, period.

“As within, so without” is more true today than ever. Although I am a cheerleader for our miraculous technology, I think it’s a great loss that we no longer have any down time. It seems to me that we have traded our compassion, kindness, and consideration towards others for quantity and speed of information.

We didn’t wake up one morning and decide, “Today I’m going to jettison those moments I use to collect my thoughts and center myself. Instead, I’ll go out and buy a new whiz-bang gizmo so I can shop, plan a vacation, check my portfolio, handle my e-mails, order dinner, and buy theater tickets while I travel the twenty minutes from the office to home.”

Our time to decompress has been eroding quietly as more technology becomes available, as the Internet expands our work pattern to “24/7.”

We must realize that for every action, there is an equal and opposite reaction. If we are going to seek more and more information, then we need to allow ourselves the time to process it. We need to respond rather than react, and that takes some reflection so we can arrive at a mindset that creates win-wins.

Once we establish a mindset, then the mechanics easily support it.

Thus, good manners create good relationships and good relationships create good business. It’s not the other way around.

I have received many pleas for help from people who are extraordinarily talented and productive but have a knack for alienating just about everyone—colleagues and clients alike.

That same woman, my first coaching assignment, is now a highly successful executive—both in her personal and professional lives.

Enormous challenges and hugely painful losses have punctuated my own life. Sheer survival required equal amounts of faith and a willingness to grow and explore my personal development. There were plenty of dark nights of the soul. Yet these also were gifts, because they brought me here.

I have been able to share—with my first coaching client and those that followed her—the important lessons I’ve learned along the way.

The examples set by my personal heroes, the principles that have come to guide me, and the points of view that express my heart and soul are what I bring to all of my relationships. Based on my clients’ feedback over the years, those things meant as much if not more to them than any checklist of etiquette do’s and don’ts.

And so I share them here, with you.



Part I

WHAT IS A CLASS ACT




CHAPTER 1

The Constants, from Children to CEOs

“We must become the change we wish to see in the world.”

—Mahatma Gandhi

I have been a corporate trainer, consultant, and coach for more than a decade. That makes me a people-watcher of the first order, and I have met quite a few “class acts”—people who live civil, successful, and centered lives.

I have my own set of criteria, but I wanted a broader definition and asked everyone on my address list to define the qualities of a class act—an ideal business person. I was astounded by the variety, clarity, and depth of their responses. People I’d not heard from in months shot back wonderfully articulate replies. Clearly, I had struck a chord.

Here is what I learned. Here is what I have to share.


WHAT IS A CLASS ACT TO MARY MITCHELL?

When I was a guest on the ABC network show Good Morning, America, the host asked me to list the five skills every child should acquire to grow into a successful adult. My response:

1. Say “please,” “thank you,” “and excuse me.”

2. Shake hands, make eye contact, and introduce themselves and others.

3. Learn how to give and receive both praise and criticism.

4. Respect everyone, and make fun of no one.

5. Use basic table manners.

6. Always be accurate.

7. Accept responsibility for your conduct.

Why? Because no matter how technologically savvy we become, no matter how time-crunched, downsized, and stressed out, the fact remains that people are people. If you cut me, I bleed. If you disrespect me, I am hurt. The best people never forget this. They are confident that helping others brings its own rewards. They are effective with others because they know how they are expected to behave in any given situation and thus are sufficiently at ease to make a real difference. That’s why learning the rules of etiquette makes sense; they serve as a foundation for living a civil, centered, and successful life.

So, yes, this can be described as a book of etiquette information. And it is much more than that. Without a genuine respect for the ideas, integrity, property, and time of others, etiquette rules are hollow at best. Simply knowing the rules of etiquette will not turn someone into a role model for living well.

This is because we are talking about acting and not about thinking. The world judges us by our actions, not our thoughts. So the most successful business people are obviously people of action, who lead by example and show us all how it can be done. And while it may not be as transparent, they all try to consider other people first.

They have their priorities straight. They are responsible. What I know beyond all doubt is that when I’ve got my priorities straight, my life works. I’m centered. When they’re askew, nothing seems to work.

It comes down to this: good manners create good relationships, and good relationships create good business. It’s definitely not the other way around.


REMAINING A CLASS ACT, EVEN THROUGH CRISES

We all struggle through temporary crises that cause us to lapse. Yet, in the big picture, here’s how it works in my life, in the following order.

•   First, I recognize that I am part of a much bigger plan, a child of my Creator. When I feel like slugging someone and being nasty—which happens far more often than I’d like to admit—I have to stop myself and remember that the greater part of me was not born nasty.

•   Second is my relationship with myself. That means staying healthy, keeping fit, telling the truth to myself and others. It means staying centered. It means not breaking my word, doing what I say I will, and being willing to admit when I’m wrong. It means being able to laugh at myself when I do goofy things. Sometimes forgiving myself for the times I slip up is not as easy as forgiving others’ mistakes.

•   Next comes my relationship with my spouse, followed by my relationships with family and friends. Support doesn’t necessarily mean agreement. It’s easy to respect and honor them when they’re doing what I want them to do. The challenge—and the grace—come in when that’s not so.

•   Finally, there’s the relationship with my work. Ah, there’s the rub. I am as guilty as anybody of putting work way ahead of anything else, of anyone else. From time to time, we must . . . for a while. It’s when that becomes standard operating procedure that we get ourselves into trouble. We stop being centered.

As Eleanor Roosevelt said, “To handle yourself, use your head; to handle others, use your heart.” When we’re centered, we can balance head and heart and create win-win relationships.


WHAT IS A CLASS ACT TO OTHERS?

I conducted a survey among people I admire and respect by asking, “When you hear a businessperson described as a ‘class act,’ what attributes, qualities, characteristics, and descriptions come to mind?”

Their responses were wonderful and varied:

•   An impeccable communicator who knows exactly what each word, phrase, intonation, and gesture means. Listens well and expresses interest in the ideas of co-workers and subordinates, not just superiors. Articulate without being pretentious or affected. Looks you straight in the eye.

•   Someone who is fair and straightforward. Accepts responsibility and does not look for someone to blame when a problem arises. Has set clear boundaries that should not be crossed, yet is flexible when compromise is necessary. Behaves consistently, without resorting to shouting or tirades.

•   Experienced and astute but knows when to ask for assistance. Has the confidence to let others shine more brightly. Has a solid track record but does not boast about it.

•   Sets about to achieve individual or company-related professional goals in a way that does not harm or cheat others. Cares about what’s going on in colleagues’ lives away from the office.

•   Personable and polite and knows how to put people at ease. Inherently kind and generous, with a presence that is strong but not overpowering.

•   Has a clever sense of humor—does not take himself/herself too seriously. Never puts down anyone or tries for a laugh at the expense of others.

•   Socially savvy and courteous, with good table manners. Dresses with style, grace, and always appropriately. Says thanks in public, writes notes, and makes calls of gratitude.

•   Honest and a model of integrity. Can be trusted at all times and has high standards. Is thoughtful, compassionate, considerate, and sincere. Returns calls and e-mails on the same day.

•   Offers to do and does favors for others, especially for their children and other family members. Looks for opportunities to return favors.

•   Is direct; delivers good news and bad in a no-nonsense yet sensitive way. Speaks to be understood by the audience at hand—doesn’t use jargon outside his/her industry/organization; looks for ways to put others at ease.

READ ON AND YOU WILL LEARN WHAT IT TAKES TO BE A CLASS ACT.



CHAPTER 2

A Class Act Has Self-Confidence

“There is overwhelming evidence that the higher the level of self-esteem, the more likely one will be to treat others with respect, kindness, and generosity”

—Nathaniel Branden

You can’t make chicken salad from chicken feathers. And one does not become a Class Act simply by wishing it were so. There are some fundamentals that need to be in place as a foundation on which to construct the business person you wish to become. Let’s start with:


CONFIDENCE

The dictionary defines confidence as trust or faith, being sure. I believe it means feeling good about yourself, especially in regard to accomplishing something. Which something? It can be a new job, a new assignment, a performance review, networking, or a meeting with co-workers.

Here are some things we can do right now to build up our confidence quotients.


MOVEMENT

No, not to a new job or neighborhood. Movement means exercise, literally. Move your body. Take the stairs instead of the elevator. Park farther away from the store you’re about to visit, and walk the distance.

Walk. Run. Ride a bike. Lift weights, even if it means doing your reps with a five-pound bag of flour in each hand. Work up a sweat. You’ll feel better.

Exercise clears the brain and the lungs, making room for new, better, possibly bolder thoughts. It gives us more energy. And let’s face it; energy is attractive. Energetic people magnetize others. When we feel better, we become more confident.

Nothing enhances your overall appearance like being fit. A regular regimen of exercise improves not only your posture but your personality. Fit people look more focused and more confident. Becoming physically fit and participating in sports helps further careers.

Exercise also increases strength and endurance and helps mightily to defuse anger and frustration and get the creative juices flowing.


ATTIRE AND GROOMING

There is no such thing as neutral clothing. Everything you put on represents a decision you have made and is a reflection of your taste, your sense, and your style. Think about the type of clothes you wear.

If your attire is inappropriate, colleagues are prone to question whether you know the rules of the game and whether or not you are likely to be a significant player. Your superiors are apt to conclude that the quality of your work will match the quality of your appearance.

When you’re considering how to dress for a particular work situation, ask yourself these questions: Who am I? What role am I playing? How do I want to be perceived? What will be the setting? Who are the people I want to impress favorably?

We’re not talking about fashion statements, we’re talking about what image works effectively in a given environment.

In order to always project a great appearance, develop key relationships with a:

1.  Tailor. Excellent tailors are increasingly difficult to find, but well worth hunting down. Good fit can make an inexpensive garment look like a million, and a poor fit can make even an Armani look sloppy.

2.  Dry cleaner. Dry cleaning is not good for fabrics, so protect your clothing investment and find a reliable dry cleaner.

3.  Shoemaker. Everybody notices shoes, mostly because we often get nervous and end up looking at the floor. Keep shoes well shined and in good repair.

4.  Dentist. Find a dentist you like and go regularly. A clean, bright smile goes a long way in completing the perfect appearance.


BREATHING

Breathing is the essence of life, and a key to fueling a confident Class Act. Find sanctuary inside yourself. There is honor in standing still. We are so time-crunched, information-bludgeoned, downsized, and multi-tasked that it’s spiritually suffocating. Who we really are comes from the inside out. Without a way to “go inside” and focus, we add to our environment’s chaos rather than its harmony. Learn “belly breathing”: lie down on the floor, be quiet, and place your hands on your stomach.

Breathe from your belly, letting it rise and fall like a bellows. Babies breathe this way, and we know how self-confident they are. Men breathe this way, too. I’ve learned to belly breathe on elevators, in restroom stalls, and in the middle of crowded rooms when I need to calm down and focus. No need to chant “om.”


SELF-DISCIPLINE

Keep your agreements. Be on time. Be mindful and in the present. These are gifts to yourself as well as others. Whatever we think and feel right now creates what happens in the future. When we stick to the “now” and don’t chase rabbits, we are involved and aware of opportunities and others will sense that we’re fully with them. This has a tremendous impact on the quality of all personal and professional relationships.


GIVING AND RECEIVING

Give what you want to get in return. If you want cooperation and respect, give respect and cooperate. If you want to succeed, help others succeed. If you want more joy, be more joyful. When we circulate our positive energy, we create more and more to enjoy. Be open to giving to yourself. Honor your own worthiness to receive; if you don’t, no one else will.

Perhaps you are thinking, “Yeah, so tell me something I don’t know already.”

I learned from one of my teachers that successful people do what they know, so practice what you know and you will come across as the successful person you are . . . and build the foundation for your life as a CLASS ACT!



CHAPTER 3

A Class Act Exemplifies the Virtues of
Accountability and Forgiveness

“How far you go in life depends on you being tender with the young, compassionate with the aged, sympathetic with the striving, and tolerant of the weak and the strong. Because someday in life you will have been all of these.”

—George Washington Carver

To be a Class Act, you need to “walk your talk.” What do I mean by that? It comes down to the simple idea that we are what we do and not who we say we are. Being able to express a philosophy is far easier than to act on those principles. A friend of mine says that we can’t think our way into right living, but we can act our way into right thinking.

Colleagues trust each other less and less these days, and one reason is that people often speak one way and act another. The pressure to produce, coupled with a fear of being laid off at the next economic downturn, or of a big company disintegrating in a matter of months like Enron, have contributed to the me-first atmosphere of “I’ll help you out so long as it doesn’t hurt me.”

What do experienced workers gain by voluntarily guiding recent college graduates or other newcomers through the company maze to better-paying jobs? The risk, that they might just be training their own replacement, is seen as too high. That engenders a stale, if not sterile, workplace where people are just putting in time and minding their own business.

According to Trust and Betrayal in the Workplace, by Dennis S. Reina and Michelle L. Reina, (Berrett-Koehler, December 1999), “After years of downsizing, restructuring, mergers and growth, trust among people at every level is at an all-time low.”

How sad. Is there anything worse to say about people than “I don’t trust them?” Not to me. In the bigger scheme of things, this lack of workplace trust comes at a heavy price. If we don’t trust our colleagues, we won’t allow ourselves to be creative or to take risks. Productivity plummets. So does efficiency.

The Reinas ask the following questions to help determine just how trustworthy you and your colleagues are. Use your answers to determine if you are walking your talk.

•   Do you keep your agreements? Do you do what you say you will, or do you constantly renegotiate or renege on your promises?

•   Do you spell out precisely what you will do yourself and what you expect of others?

•   Are you consistent in your behavior? Do your actions match your words, or do you send out mixed messages with a double standard?

•   Do you share information that others need to do their jobs, or do you hoard it for yourself to enhance feelings of power?

•   Do you openly admit mistakes, or do you try to cover them up or place blame on others?

•   Do you encourage constructive feedback with the intention of helping others?

•   Do you gossip behind co-workers’ backs?

•   Do you acknowledge the skills and abilities of others? Do you trust them to do their jobs or do you try to micromanage them?

•   Do you openly acknowledge the work of others when you use it or incorporate it into yours?


MEET A BULLYING BOSS

Joe C. was a bully, a tyrant, a nasty little man who delighted in gossip and making subordinates squirm. He raged. His sarcasm reached uncharted depths and no human frailty or shortcoming escaped his mean comments, always made in front of others. He ruled by intimidation. He never made a mistake (and he’d be the first to tell you so in one way or another). He trusted no one. He had wild mood swings and played favorites.

Joe C. was my boss early in my career. Healing from a divorce was easy compared to healing the wounds he inflicted on my psyche, self-esteem, and self-confidence. Without exaggeration, the man haunted my dreams—he knew every single button to push on this timid young woman who had been brought up in convent schools. Fully a year after I left his employ (he fired me, of course), I was bemoaning the experience to a friend who said, “Do you realize you’re even sleeping with this jerk? You let him get to you so much that you dream about him. Why don’t you just let it go and forgive the poor pig?”

Talk about wanting to shoot the messenger! Forgive Joe C.? Hell would freeze over first. She actually wanted me to turn the other cheek and make it okay that he abused me? She must be crazy, I thought.

I thought wrong. And I felt wrong. I had no concept of the power of forgiveness. Nor did I have any idea how it could transform my life. I was so stuck in my self-righteousness that I couldn’t (wouldn’t?) let bygones be bygones. Looking back all those years ago, I see that Joe C. was in fact a blessing. Without his mistreatment, I might never have gotten onto a career that’s been all I’ve wanted mine to be. I have no idea what’s become of him. It would be nice to think that he has changed, too. But I can’t change anybody else. I only can change me.


FORGIVENESS DEFINED

Forgiveness doesn’t mean letting someone off the hook. It is the willingness and ability to understand what motivates someone’s actions. It is letting go of the hurt and concentrating on moving forward. It means giving up being angry and the desire to strike back. Forgiveness is a gift to oneself.

Forgiveness is a gift that pays off not only in terms of our psyche; it relieves stress and aids in sleeping as well as in creativity. Forgive and you’ll be happier and have more energy in the long run.


THE MECHANICS OF FORGIVENESS

According to Stanford University psychologist Carl Thoresen, even the most grudge-bearing people can learn to forgive. Here are his suggestions:

1.  Accept that no adult can control another’s behavior. Shift from one’s own rigid rules about how people should behave to “preferences.” We may expect the people closest to us to be perfect, yet we must allow them to be imperfect. We need to ask ourselves honestly if a relationship is one we’d be better off without.

2.  Look at the hurtful incident in perspective. Situations are neutral. It’s the emotion and feeling we bring to them that gives them significance. Be willing to see something from the other person’s point of view.
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