














Advance Praise for How to Work with Just About Anyone


“The methods in this book are unique. It is not a book about how to improve yourself or get along better with others. It is about how to get all those difficult people in your life to be more cooperative. I have used Lucy Gill’s model with my clients and it works.”


—Robert M. Bramson, Ph.D., author of the bestselling Coping with Difficult People


“This book is a barnburner: with concise, clear examples, simple steps, and no clutter or jargon. Don’t let this book get buried on your ‘self-help’ shelf.”


—Keith Irwin, managing partner, Tanner-Irwin Management Consultants


“This book is a little gem. It’s deceptive in its simplicity. Lucy Gill has managed to translate very new thinking about complicated problems into language that allows the reader to apply the concepts practically in the business world, and be lightyears ahead.”


—Dr. Richard Fisch, director and principal investigator of the Brief Therapy Center at MRI, in Palo Alto, CA


“Lucy Gill worked as a consultant in my company and produced great results. She used her methods very productively for us, and I am glad she has written How to Work with Just About Anyone. Her humorous and conversational style is like having her in my office again, kicking ideas around. This is a great book.”


—Steven Brown, former president of 800-Software


“Anyone who’s ever worked with a frustrating person should read this book. Step by step, Lucy Gill shows how to get even ‘impossible’ people to change.”


—Paul Watzlawick, emeritus clinical professor, Stanford University; member of the Mental Research Institute, Palo Alto, CA


“With humor and subtlety, Lucy Gill offers a practical method for addressing difficult problems and for successfully getting people to change, and gives you the tools and the confidence to find solutions. Using her methods, we effectively and efficiently resolved very tough conflicts in our company.”


—Roland Chazal, industrial vice-president, Perrier Vittel, France
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Foreword



In the competitive business world, problems abound. Lucy Gill addresses those problems encountered in the workplace by people, primarily by those in conflict with one another. This book is about how people frustrate one another in ways that often interfere seriously with the operations of their department, division, or firm. Put simply, it’s about how people convert common, resolvable difficulties into full-blown, stalemated problems, and how to resolve those problems. There is a myriad of books addressing these types of problems, but what is different about Lucy’s book is that she offers ways to resolve them with an economy of effort and time.


She has done a masterful job of laying out the approach clearly, first by giving the reader a full and understandable description of the rationale underlying the subsequent steps: assessing the problem; the strategic “players” in the problem; those factors that maintain and escalate the problem. Then she describes those common notions people hang on to that unwittingly interfere with recognizing alternative and effective solutions; she goes on to show the reader how to overcome those self-imposed roadblocks.


This book is not for the reader looking for inspirational methods or for charming mystifications. Instead, Lucy has painstakingly adhered to down-to-earth descriptions and guidelines that make it easier for the reader to utilize this book easily. It is so forthrightly organized that it barely hints at the sophisticated tools and concepts Lucy has woven into her approach for dealing, efficiently and effectively, with “sticky” problems: recent developments in human communication; advances in rapid problem-solving; and the appreciation of linguistics in the formation of interpersonal conflicts as well as in their resolution.


She is very familiar with the world she is addressing, having been in the “trenches” as a manager and having consulted with organizations for many years. She has embodied that experience in the examples she gives throughout the book, and in the language she uses. This gives the work a “realness” that makes it all the more usable to readers who have an open mind to newer and unique approaches to human problems and who are looking to make changes rapidly.


Richard Fisch, M.D.


January 1999





SECTION I
The Problems That Won’t Go Away



If you’ve ever dreamed—in a weak moment—of herding the exasperating people in your life onto an ice floe and pushing it into a warm sea, this book is for you. I’ll show you a simple three-step solution for changing anyone’s irritating, offensive, obstructive, lazy, nonproductive, combative, self-serving, infuriating, and otherwise troublesome behavior.


In Section I, you’ll see annoying behavior from a new perspective and discover what needlessly prolongs your struggle to change it. You’ll learn how to reclaim your appreciable influence over the annoying people in your life, even over a belligerent manager. Then you’ll take the first step toward getting your difficult person to change—identify and target the specific trait or habit you want changed.








ONE
The Care and Feeding of Problems: How Difficult Behavior Gets Reinforced



What do you do about impossible people? You know the kind:


• The manager who hands you a rush project and insists that you drop everything to get it done. Then the completed report sits on her desk for a month—just the way it did the last time.


• The ambitious colleague who frequently criticizes your work in front of the boss.


• The otherwise good assistant who is chronically late. She always apologizes, but the excuses are as annoying as her tardiness.


It’s the chronic offenders like these who drive you crazy, not the people who occasionally irritate. You can cope with your manager’s bad day from time to time. It’s when she’s having a bad life and taking it out on you that the frustration sets in. When people continue to annoy you no matter what you say or do, that’s when you begin to believe that they will never change or that you will never cope—that the troubled relationship (or your job) is doomed.


Not only can you get these people to change their habits, but you can do it with surprisingly little effort and without confrontation. Sound impossible? It’s not—once you know the right approach. You’re about to learn the method that will take the trial and error out of changing anyone’s troublesome behavior.


The (Not) Impossible Dream


This method is a result of four decades of research at the Mental Research Institute (MRI) in Palo Alto, primarily the work of the Brief Therapy Center project. In the beginning the founders of MRI studied all types of communication. Then, while analyzing how people handle problems, they discovered that people often get stuck in problems because they pick—and then inadvertently repeat—a solution that doesn’t work. Their solution was, in fact, prolonging the problem. The researchers figured that the problem would disappear if they: 1) focused on these ineffective solutions rather than on the original problem; and 2) convinced their clients to try something significantly different. So they put aside the traditional diagnostic labels and techniques of psychotherapy and set out to test this hypothesis. Calling their work “brief therapy,” the researchers challenged themselves to resolve clients’ problems in a maximum of ten one-hour sessions. Over the years they developed and fine-tuned a unique formula that is extraordinarily successful in resolving impossible problems quickly.


Dr. Richard Fisch, John Weakland, and Paul Watzlawick, the senior team members, were curious to see whether their method would be as effective with business problems as it was with the problems of families and individuals. In 1984 I was invited to join the Brief Therapy Center’s research team. At that time I had worked for twelve years as a management consultant in a variety of organizations, primarily helping teams function effectively and coaching managers on how to handle difficult and nonproductive behavior. We began to collaborate on business problems, blending the center’s techniques with my consulting tools. For instance, if a protracted conflict in an organization was the result of a “systems” problem—like inadequate definitions of people’s goals or roles, ineffective communications channels, inappropriate decision styles, or work-flow bottlenecks—then traditional consulting practices sufficed. Remove the cause of friction and the friction ceases. At other times, good management practices were already in place but the conflict persisted, perhaps due to individuals finding each other’s habits intolerable. Then the center’s three-step model was the better tool. When the cause of the trouble was a combination of these forces, then we used a blend of the methods. In the course of working on a number of problem situations, we discovered that the center’s method worked as well with business problems as it had with individual and family difficulties. In fact, the process saved my clients a great deal of time, trouble, and expense.


This book will show you how to use adeptly the three-step process that resolves repetitive problems. You will learn how to:


• cut your problem down to size (you’ll find that you have less work to do than you thought);


• figure out what inadvertently perpetuates your problem (you’ll discover how much control you already have); and, based on that,


• select a new approach that will get you the change you want.


These three steps may appear simple, and they are—as simple as programming your VCR. It’s simple, that is, when you’ve read the directions. And when you’ve mastered these three steps, you’ll know how to quickly get people to stop driving you crazy.


You’ll learn some straightforward ways to get people to quit their annoying habits. You’ll also learn some unusual solutions because, with repeat offenders, common-sense methods often don’t work. For example, it may make good sense to simply ask your abrasive colleague to stop criticizing you in front of your boss. It is a logical approach and worth a try. But if it doesn’t work, there is no point in trying it over and over. As you will learn, a significantly different approach will now be needed if you want your peer to change. Imagine telling him that you find his criticism useful and would like him to do it even more, especially in front of your boss. Sounds crazy, but a client of mine did exactly that and quickly got her peer to back off. You’ll learn how to use such unusual but effective solutions, and many simpler ones as well.


If you’ve tried unsuccessfully to change someone’s behavior, you already know what doesn’t work. You’re about to learn what does. Here’s a preview of the first step in the process: identifying specifically what behavior needs to change.


Yes, Virginia, People Really Do Change


When repeatedly faced with a manager’s or a spouse’s irritating behavior, I have often heard people give up, saying, “What’s the use? People can’t change.” It’s how we console ourselves when we can’t get someone to change. In effect, we’re saying that our efforts didn’t fail, but rather that the irritating person is like the tiger that can’t change its stripes. While comforting, it doesn’t do much to change those aggravating spouses and thoughtless co-workers.


The fact is, people change all the time. For instance, many of us change our behavior quickly when the CEO walks into the room. We probably behave differently with our colleagues than with our spouses. And it’s not likely that we treat each of our children exactly the same (just ask them). We change our behavior all day long. But, you protest, that’s not the same as the tiger changing its stripes; however, as you’ll see, it’s not usually the stripes that need changing.


The problem with saying “people can’t change” is that the statement isn’t specific. People can’t change what, precisely? Let’s say that you’re frustrated with your hyperactive assistant who is still bouncing off the walls despite your efforts to change him. Before you declare that he can’t change, you need to ask yourself: What specifically did you try to change about him? What problem does his hyperactivity create? To succeed at changing him, you have to work on the problem his troublesome behavior creates, not vaguely try to transform his personality. You probably don’t really care that he has so much energy; you just wish he’d stop cracking his knuckles, drumming the table, and popping up and down in meetings. In other words, while you can’t expect him to become Mr. Mellow, you can get him to stop his constant interruptions in staff meetings. Once you’ve attacked and fixed the specific problem his hyperactivity creates, you might find the rest of his high energy tolerable. You could even enjoy having him around.


Changing the Changeable


Clarifying the specific problem focuses you on changing the changeable. For example, a friend of mine is a nonstop talker. She can literally go on for hours relating story after escapade after travelogue. She’s intelligent and creative and a great storyteller, but I get worn out after hours of listening. I want conversation, not just monologue. One day, after about forty minutes, I interrupted her with a time-out signal and said: “While these stories are entertaining, I really look forward to our conversations—when we kick ideas and theories back and forth. When do we get to do that?” Her response flabbergasted me. “That’s what I’ve been waiting for,” she said. I guess while she waited, she was just filling in the empty space with stories.


Obviously my usual method of dealing with her—politely not interrupting, waiting for her to run down—hadn’t worked. I have since learned to interrupt and say, “OK. I need conversation now,” or in a twist on the old phrase, “Enough about you. Let’s talk about me.” She then finishes her story and we spend the rest of our visit in satisfying conversation. I’ve noticed that she has begun to ask me about myself at the start of our time together, making sure I get my turn first, so to speak. I now look forward to seeing her.


Did she change? You bet. She can and does still talk nonstop, but the problem I had with that is resolved. I get to be heard too, we spend a good deal of time in first-rate conversation, and I’ve learned how to get her to stop when I’ve had my fill of monologue. Has she altered her style for others? Only for those who have changed their way of dealing with her. For everyone else, I recommend earplugs.


So it’s not whether people can change, but whether we can get people to change what we want them to. After all, even an insufferable boss is nice to someone. The question is not whether that person can change; the question is: How can we make sure we are the ones that boss is nice to?


To succeed in getting people to change their irritating behavior, it’s useful to recognize what drives people to behave as they do. Once you see behavior from this new perspective, a world of options opens up.


The Predictable Element in“Unchangeable” Situations


When you’re struggling to get your manager or co-worker or daughter to change, you probably see your own frustration clearly. But what you might not see clearly is what actually is going on between the two of you—what keeps you from succeeding. It’s not easy to step back and observe the show when you’re one of the actors. But if you’re having trouble getting your manager to change, you can count on two things: 1) your perception of the situation will be quite different from your manager’s, and 2) these differing perceptions will complement each other. For instance:


TOM: “My manager, Murray, micromanages everything. He’ll rewrite even the most trivial memo. It’s so frustrating. He’s got to have the wording his way. So why bother to put in any effort? Now I just send him my first draft and let him have at it!”


MURRAY: “Tom just doesn’t care. He would mail out trash if I let him. I’ve got to check everything, even trivial memos. He has no quality standards. And the more I correct him, the worse he gets.”


How frustrating for Murray. The more he tries to improve quality, the more he receives junk. And Tom isn’t faring much better. Each man is getting more of the very thing he detests.


Claudia and Mandy tackled the problem of quality differently, but arrived at a similar impasse:


CLAUDIA: “My team leader, Mandy, can’t be pleased. She thinks she has a better way to do everything, so she’s always making me redo things. And such a temper! I’ve begun asking more questions, to make sure I’m going to do something exactly the way she wants it. But when I ask, she barks, ‘Not that way! Here, let me do it.’ Then she grabs the file out of my hand and I stand there feeling like an idiot. I’m afraid to do anything! The harder I try to do it her way, the more she treats me like a stupid little twit.”


MANDY: “My new assistant, Claudia, drives me up the wall. She’s so hesitant and tentative. Every sentence out of her mouth is a question, like ‘Do you think we should do X now?’ or ‘Where do you want me to keep this file?’ I was told she is smart, but you’d never know it. I may as well do everything myself.”


The more careful and hesitant Claudia gets, the more Mandy yells at her. The more Mandy yells and grabs things away, the more hesitant Claudia becomes. Their interactions are like a well-rehearsed dance: Yell, hesitate—hesitate, yell, cha-cha-cha.


The curious thing in both of these examples is that each person’s way of handling the other’s annoying behavior ends up encouraging more of that behavior, not less. This is the predictable element in seemingly unchangeable situations: When you can’t get someone to change, the way you are going about it is probably making things worse.


Once caught up in that dance, your situation may feel hopeless. But it’s not. When you learn to recognize the steps of your particular dance, you can then learn how to change them. So before you fire that technician, yell at your friend, or quit your job, let me show you how to take the lead and change the dance. You have all the influence you need. You just have to learn how to use it.


You’re More Influential Than You Think


When we can’t get someone to change, we may say it is because Tom needs to throw his weight around or Mandy is an incurable perfectionist or Claudia lacks initiative. In other words, we say it’s because of that person’s character or personality. This traditional view presumes that problems reside within individuals, separate and distinct from the person’s environment. It presumes that our actions don’t influence others’ behavior. Once a jerk, always a jerk, so to speak.


Of course people do have different personalities and habits—some annoying. That’s not the issue. The issue is that you either reinforce or discourage Tom or Mandy or Claudia’s habits by your own reactions. By looking at your own actions as well as theirs, you can learn to respond to their irritating manner in a way that extinguishes it instead of igniting it. It’s like watching a chess game.


When we watch two people playing chess, there is no question that each person reacts to what the other person does. Player A moves a chess piece, setting the game in motion. Player B then makes a move that takes Player A’s piece into account. This move then influences Player A’s next move. The game advances in this fashion: The moves of one player influence and, in turn, are influenced by the moves of the other.


In a chess game the reciprocal influence is obvious. But when we are trying to get someone to change, we may not think about how our actions influence the other person’s behavior. We think about how much their actions annoy us. Thus we take the traditional one-sided perspective. To see how this plays out, let’s listen to Andy and Carolyn, who are struggling with Martha, their nitpicking manager. Here are their one-sided views of what’s going on:


ANDY: “I don’t know what’s wrong with me. I just can’t seem to please Martha no matter what I do. I’m staying late most evenings just to try and get everything perfect, but I always miss something that she picks up on. I’m beginning to think I’ll never learn this job.”


CAROLYN: “Martha is so inept. She gives me a new assignment and then leaves me without a clue about what she really wants or where to find the information I need. But she sure loves to nitpick when I’m done. She is so frustrating to work for!”


If this were a chess game, Andy would be watching only his pieces and the moves he’s made, and would find it baffling that his pieces kept disappearing off the board. Carolyn, on the other hand, would watch only Martha’s pieces, and would ignore how her own moves let Martha win. This would not be a very satisfying game of chess, and this is an equally unsatisfying way to look at a problem.


To deal effectively with Martha, Andy and Carolyn must not focus on themselves or on Martha in isolation, but must refocus on what’s going on between Martha and Andy and between Martha and Carolyn. It is possible that Martha is not a good manager, or that Andy doesn’t know his job, or that Carolyn never asks enough questions about an assignment. However, one player can’t arbitrarily decide she’s won the chess game and declare checkmate. The other player must make moves that let her win. So to solve their problems with each other, the question is not what’s wrong with Andy or with Carolyn or with Martha. The question is: What is each person doing that makes the other person act as he or she does and what do they need to do instead?


Seeing Both Sides


The Marthas of the world can make you feel miserable and helpless. It seems farfetched to think you influence them. But, in fact, you do actively influence them—unfortunately, to continue making you miserable. You’re still playing chess. You’re just losing the game.


In your defense, the person you’re wishing to change may be a better player than you are. Let’s say that your boss likes to explode when displeased—a move obviously designed to obliterate the opponent (you). It is not easy to come up with an effective countermove as your heart thumps, your mouth goes dry, and your career passes before your eyes. Your next move will probably revolve around trying to survive this explosion and avoid the next one. Your exploder boss then whispers, “Checkmate!”


But even with such a boss, you’re still choosing your response. You may not know all the choices available, so you may choose ineffective ones, but you’re always choosing. (Later in this book, you’ll read about a creative and effective response to such an “exploder.”) You have options no matter what’s going on. On his radio show the comedian Jack Benny had a routine about a robber. Jack, notoriously stingy, is accosted by this fellow who hollers, “Your money or your life!” Silence follows. The robber finally yells, “Hey, I said your money or your life!” Jack Benny replies, “I’m thinking, I’m thinking! Don’t rush me!”


Next Steps


Throughout this book you will meet clients of mine from a variety of businesses—from Fortune 500 organizations to small family concerns, from high-tech aerospace companies to manufacturing firms. (Their names and companies have been disguised to protect the innocent—and the guilty.) I know that many of their struggles will be familiar to you since I’ve heard these problems described frequently in my twenty-seven years of consulting. You will also read about people’s struggles with their spouses, children, and friends. Even if you haven’t endured a particular problem, its resolution may still give you ideas for the problem you do face. I suggest that, as you read, you keep in mind a particular person who bothers you. You will learn faster by applying this process as you go along.


To make this book both easy to read and to use as a reference, I have divided it into three sections. Section I of the book builds the foundation for successfully getting people to change. You will learn how to see people’s difficult behavior in a new light and how to bring into clear focus what you need them to change. These chapters will show you how to save considerable time and effort.
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