
The workplace is more like spending the day
with an annoying cousin than with your

best friend: Friends, you choose. Family and 
co-workers, you don’t.

Even leaders who hire people end up
working side-by-side with colleagues and
customers who push their buttons or the
boundaries of workplace etiquette.

In fact, one in three employees say the thing
they like least about their jobs is annoying 
co-workers, a National Business Research
Institute survey found.

Help yourself, help others
“There are some co-workers who need a

little ‘handling,’” said Geoffrey James, author

of Business Without the Bullsh*t: 49 Secrets
and Shortcuts You Need to Know. “It’s not
difficult once you’ve spotted the behaviors.”

Even better, leaders who know what to look
for can help employees get along better, too.

These are the toughest workplace
personalities – and how to handle them:

1. The Competitor
He always needs to feel that he’s won and

someone else has lost. He wants to be on top 
at any cost.

Handle it: Channel his competitiveness
toward helping a team win.

‘He drives me crazy!’ How to
handle 8 tough personalities

Know who they are and the havoc they can wreak

“We’re in a little bit of a tough spot because
of the situation with Nick,” HR manager

Bea Tinsley explained to supervisor Ron Boston.

“I know, I know,” Ron said. “But I never
retaliated against him for filing that complaint
against me. He just didn’t deserve the promotion.”

Bea held up a folder. “All I see in here is right
after he filed the complaint, his evaluations
dropped like a rock – from ‘excellent’ to ‘poor.’”

“That’s because he became totally
uncooperative,” Ron insisted. “He argued
everything with me.”

“OK, but you never explain any of that,” Bea
noted. “Your documentation really hasn’t made the
case for you. And now Nick says he’s suing for

retaliation because of the poor evaluations and
being denied a promotion.”

Ron threw up his hands. “I give up. I’ll agree to
recommend Nick for a promotion immediately. Will
that make everyone happy?"

No grounds

“To tell the truth, I don’t know,” Bea admitted.
“I’ll discuss it with Nick and see what he says.”

Nick refused the offer and continued with the
lawsuit for monetary damages. The company
fought the suit by pointing out that the employee
was going to get the promotion he wanted, so
there were no grounds for paying damages.

Did the company win?

Make your decision, then please turn
to Page 4 for the court’s ruling.

This regular feature sharpens your thinking and helps keep both you 
and your firm out of trouble. It describes a real legal conflict and lets 
you judge the outcome.

Sharpen Your Judgment

Did documentation back up the decision?

Please see Personalities … on Page 2.
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2. The Waffler
She studies everything to death,

looking for one more bit of information
that’ll make a decision supposedly
easier.

Handle it: Give her deadlines for all
decisions and actions, and enforce
consequences for not sticking to them.

3. The Drama Queen
She wants to be the center of

attention at all times, trying to one-up
everything colleagues say and do. 

Handle it: Ignore her in the most
polite manner possible to avoid adding
fuel to her famed fire.

4. The Rule-Breaker
He pushes every boundary he can.

He’ll break social and workplace rules –
from not re-filling the coffee pot to
consistently arriving late – just to show
he thinks he can get away with it.

Handle it: Don’t give him an inch, 
or he’ll take a foot. Enforce rules and
consequences. And document it all.

5. The Frenemy
This guy loves you – at least to your

face. In fact, he loves all his colleagues

and bosses when he’s with them. But
he’ll throw them under the bus to lift
himself up and drag others down.

Handle it: Watch your back. 
Never reveal more than necessary
work-related information. Take
everything he says with a grain of salt.

6. The Vampire
This lady sucks the energy out of

every room and situation she can. 
She always has something negative 
to say and is quick to point out why
something won’t work.

Handle it: Vampires avoid sunlight,
so be that ray of sunshine. Tell her,
“You’re being negative,” and move on.

7. The Genius
He’s the smartest guy in the office.

Just ask him. He’ll tell you so. In 
reality, his mouth is bigger than his
accomplishments and knowledge.

Handle it: Stick to the facts. Ask him
for backup and written documentation
on successes and knowledge he claims
before taking them for fact.

8. The Volcano
She is calm, cool and collected – just

like a volcano before it explodes. 
Handle it: Once you recognize she

has an explosive mean streak behind a
kind veneer, give her stress management
tips and remind her that abusive
behavior in the office is punishable.

Personalities …
(continued from Page 1)

� Busy work gets creative
juices flowing
Stuck on a problem? You may be

thinking about it too much. 

Studies show that stepping away
from a problem – especially one that
requires substantial creative thinking –
can be extremely beneficial. 

British researchers conducted 
a study in which participants had 
to come up with as many uses for 
two cups as possible.

One group had to read from the
phone book for 15 minutes before
brainstorming. The other group jumped
right into the task right away. 

Researchers found that the group
that read from the phone book for 15
minutes came up with more original
uses for the cups than the other group.

It seems that involving yourself in a
mundane task for a short period of time
primes your brain to jump into more
substantial territory – like the problem
you’re trying to figure out. 

Source: “Being Bored At Work
Could Boost Creativity, Study
Suggests,” huffingtonpost.com

� Are you a control freak?
Questions to answer
Managers need to maintain a

certain sense of control, but many take
it too far and become control freaks.

That kind of micro-management
demoralizes staff and can actually 
hurt productivity.

Ask yourself these questions to find
out if you’re a control freak:
• How often do I step aside and let

others take the lead?
• How often do I let go of my plan and

move in another sensible direction?
• How often do I take advice that

differs from what I think?

Ideally, you should answer “often” or
“sometimes,” not “rarely” or “never.” If
you don’t, it might be time to take a
step back and empower your people to
do a little more every week.

Source: Love It, Don’t Leave It, by
Beverly Kaye and Sharon Jordan-Evans.

COMMUNICATION BRIEFS

Use social media to 
boost productivity

Contrary to popular belief, social
media isn’t always a time-waster 
at work. 

In fact, studies have found that using
social media can actually increase
production. 

Why? Well, knowledge is power, 
and those that know how to use 
social media are using it to get
information faster. 

After all, time is money.
One study found that most workers

spend an average of 74 minutes a day
trying to contact customers or partners,

and another 67 minutes trying to find
business information. 

But using social media can reduce
those times dramatically.

Ideas worth sharing
Social media can help you stay in

contact with customers and business
partners, especially since websites like
LinkedIn are used by professionals. 

By using social media within your
company, employees can help answer
each other’s questions and share
business information. 

Source: “Want to be a more
productive employee? Get on social
networks,” by Jeanne Meister, forbes.com

TECH CORNER
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Real Problems, Real Solutions
Our subscribers come from a broad range of organizations, large and small. In this regular

networking feature, three of them share their successes in improving workplace communication.

2 Powerful way to 
de-escalate anger

Employees sometimes come to their
bosses upset. While managers never
want to minimize the situation that’s
upset them, they do need to de-escalate
it before it gets worse.

I encourage managers to use these
phrases once someone comes to them
upset. It helps calm the situation:

“Tell me more.”
“Please explain …”, or
“Help me understand.”

Now it’s time to handle the problem
Those phrases almost always take

things down a notch. 
From there, I tell managers to listen

closely, restate the issues – as they
understand them – and get agreement
from the employee on the issue at
hand. Sometimes they even uncover an
underlying problem that needs to be
addressed instead.

Then the manager and employee can
work together calmly to isolate the
issue and resolve it.

(Chad Carden, President, The
Carden Group, Jefferson City, MO)

I was constantly trying to get my
managers to document incidents.

They tended to come up with the
same excuses: “I don’t have time” or
“I’ll just remember it.”

I couldn’t get them to realize that
remembering something doesn’t 
matter. If you don’t have evidence 
of an incident, you can’t prove it 
ever happened.

One person got the message
Meanwhile, one manager started

listening to me. 
He had an ongoing issue he was

dealing with, and he documented 
it every step of the way. 

The issue eventually ended up 
in court. 

Because of his careful
documentation, he was able to show
that our company was in the right. 

That got my other managers’
attention.

Since then, they’ve seen the
importance in documentation, and
they’ve started taking the time to do it. 

(Cindy Lewis, Manager of Strategic
Development, Baptist Health, Little
Rock, AR)

3 Poor communication?
Or poor teamwork?

I was working with a company 
that thought its employees had
communication problems. 

But when I took a closer look, 
I found that the company had 
strong communication tools and 
used them well. 

I was stumped – until I took a 
closer look. 

Turns out what they thought was a
communication problem was actually
poor teamwork. They communicated
well inside departments but not
between departments.

Shifting the focus
Now that the real problem’s been

identified, we’ve put new systems in
place to help inter-department
communication. 

For one, middle management meets
regularly to discuss ideas and keep 
each other updated on what everyone
is doing. 

We’ve even got executives blogging
about the importance of teamwork,
and things are turning around.

(James Kerr, Partner, Blum Shapiro,
West Hartford, CT)

1 Close call got managers to start documenting

� What’s in a name?
Some funny business
A company’s name alone says a lot

about it – perhaps what it does, where
it’s located or what it believes.

These company names leave little to
the imagination, though.
• Amigone Funeral Home
• Stubbs Prosthetics and Orthotics
• Ash Whip Chimney Sweeps
• Curl Up and Dye (a hair salon)
• Cane and Able (a mobility

healthcare company)
• A Salt and Battery (restaurant

specializing in fish and chips)
• William the Concreter (a mason), and
• Sherrill’s Eat Here and Get Gas (a

two-for-one establishment).

To see the actual business signs,
click: http://tinyurl.com/signs228

LIGHTER SIDE

� Which came first –
Discipline or retaliation?

Question: I have an employee who’s
been long overdue for disciplinary action.

Just as we were about to take
disciplinary action, she came forward
with a harassment complaint.

It was the first I ever heard of any
harassment problems. 

Will it look like retaliation if I discipline
her now? 

Answer: It partially depends on
which came first – the decision to
discipline or the harassment complaint,
says Tillman Coffet, an associate at
Fisher & Phillips LLP. 

But it really comes down to
documentation. If you’ve already
documented her past behavior and
your final decision to discipline her, you
could be in the clear. 

If you haven’t documented your
decision to discipline, you could have 
a hard time convincing the courts that
you weren’t retaliating.

YOUR LEGAL COACH
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Quotes

Idon’t care what
anyone says about

me, as long as it 
isn’t true.

– Truman Capote

Courage is what it
takes to stand up

and speak; courage
is also what it takes
to sit down and listen. 

– Winston Churchill

Show respect to 
all people, but

grovel to none.

– Tecumseh

No, the company lost.

A judge said it’s OK for a company to attempt
to bargain with an employee to drop a lawsuit if
certain demands are met – such as a promotion
or back pay. But there’s no obligation for the
employee to back off after filing an official
complaint just because the company agrees to
give in and award a promotion.

To allow the company to win out because it
agreed to demands after a lawsuit was filed
would give employers free rein to retaliate and
withhold promotions, and then just avoid paying
damages by awarding the promotion after the
employee filed the suit.

That’s a no-go, the judge said. Employers

can’t escape the consequences of retaliation just
by agreeing to what should have been done in
the first place. The company’s difficulty in winning
the case was compounded by the lack of good
documentation by the supervisor.

Getting it right the first time

The message in this case: Get everything right
the first time. If you think an employee is
undeserving of a raise or promotion, make sure
your reasons are clearly documented.

You can’t later just say, “Oh, let’s forget it,” and
think it will work out in the end.

(Based on Crawford v. Carroll, et al.
Dramatized for effect.)

Sharpen Your Judgment – The Decision
(continued from Page 1)

When you have a sensitive matter to
discuss with an employee, colleague or

customer, open with “negative politeness.”
It’s an important term and concept coined

by researchers at Penn State University.

Use it at the right time
Negative politeness can take three forms:

• Apologetic language. “Excuse me …” or
“I’m sorry to interrupt.”

• Verbal hedging. “Could I ask you a
question?” or “I was wondering if you 

can take some time to chat.”
• Formal titles. “Mrs. Anton,” “Sir” or

“Professor Wellington.”
They’re all soft ways of minimizing the

sense of infringement and awkwardness that
come with the sensitive subject that will
follow – even when it’s totally necessary, such
as when you need to discuss poor performance
or request someone do a much-disliked task. 

One caveat: Don’t mask the importance of
the issue with artificial or excessive politeness.

Source: http://tinyurl.com/polite338

Last month, Microsoft’s VP Stephen Elop
sent out an 1,100-word memo to employees. 

Late in the memo, between a paragraph
about plans for Window Phone and another
discussing plans for other devices, Elop
mentions the need to cut 12,500 jobs.

Firing is never an easy thing to do, but there
must be better ways to handle it.

Doing it right
Here are a few ideas for letting people go

the right way.
• Be straight-forward. Don’t beat around the

bush; tell them right away. Do the same

when it comes to your explantation for
letting them go. Instead of saying “You’ve
been slacking off,” try, “You’ve missed your
last 10 deadlines.”

• Keep it brief. Don’t give in if he or she
demands further explantations. You’ve
stated your case. Now, cover the rest of the
information quickly and professionally.

• Give it to them in writing. While it’s best 
to fire people in person, make sure you 
give them a written statement of the 
facts for them to refer to later.
Source: “How to Fire an Employee,”

wikihow.com

The power of ‘negative politeness’ in sensitive conversations

COMMUNICATION NEWS

Time to cut ties? Do NOT do it like this

Can’t open a URL? 
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