
By F. John Reh,

All managers will have to deal with dif-
ficult employees during their careers.
First, there will always be difficult
employees. Second, it's your job as the
manager to deal with them. If you don't
deal the problem, it will only get worse.

Why Are Difficult Employees Like
That?

Difficult employees are that way sim-
ply because it is a behavior that has
worked for them in the past. They may
not know any other behavior or they may
choose this behavior when they think it
will be most effective. You will be suc-
cessful in dealing with difficult employ-
ees only to the extent that you can make
these undesirable behaviors no longer
effective for them. In many ways, it's like
dealing with children. If every times a
child screams, its parents give it candy,
what will the child do when it wants
candy? It will scream, of course.

The same is true for the employee who
"blows up" whenever anyone disagrees
with him. When he does that people stop
disagreeing with him and he thinks he
has won.

How  Can  A  Manager  Deal  With  Difficult
Employees
Evaluate

It is important when dealing with diffi-
cult employees to act quickly. Often you
will need to act almost immediately to
neutralize a dangerous situation.
However, it is always appropriate to
think before you act. Clearly if an
employee comes to work with a gun, you
will need to act more quickly than when
someone complains that another employ-
ee is always taking credit for her work. In

either case, take the appropriate amount
of time to evaluate the situation before
you act. You don't want to make it worse.
Recognize that most employees can be
"difficult" from time to time.

This can be caused by stress on the job
or away from it. Some employees are dif-
ficult more often than others. It is not
always your least-productive employees
who are difficult. So take a moment to
evaluate each situation for the unique
situation it is.

Do  your  homework

Always act on facts. Don't base your
actions on gossip or rumor. The person
spreading the gossip is a difficult
employee in their own way. If you have
not seen the inappropriate behavior
yourself, look into it. Ask the people
reportedly involved. Collect all the facts
you can before you act.

Don't use the fact that you haven't seen
the inappropriate behavior as an excuse
to delay doing something. It is important
to act promptly.

Make sure you aren't part of the prob-
lem. It will be much more difficult to
remain calm and impartial in con-
fronting the difficult behavior if you are
partly responsible. If that's the case, be
sure you acknowledge your role in it, at
least to yourself.

Develop  a  plan

You're a manager. You know the value
of planning. This situation is no differ-
ent. You need to plan the timing of the
confrontation.

You need to select a quiet, private place
where you won't be interrupted. You
need to decide whether you need to have
others, like an HR representative, pres-

ent in the meeting. Plan the confronta-
tion and then make it happen.

When you have prepared, it is time to
act. You do not need to act impulsively,
but you must act quickly. The longer an
inappropriate behavior is allowed to
continue, the harder it will be to change
it or stop it.

Confront  the  problem

Don't put it off. It may not be pleasant,
but it's an important part of your job. It
will not "fix itself". It can only get
worse. You have planned this confronta-
tion. Now you need to execute.

Deal  with  the  behavior,  not  the  person

Your goal is to develop a solution, not
to "win". Focus on the inappropriate
behavior; don't attack the person. Use
"I" statements like "I need everybody on
the team here on time so we can meet
our goals" rather than "you" statements
like "you are always late".

Don't assume the inappropriate
behavior is caused by negative intent. It
may be from fear, confusion, lack of
motivation, personal problems, etc.
Give the other person a chance to devel-
op a solution to the problem. They are
more likely to "own" the solution if
they are at least partially responsible
for developing it.

Try  to  draw  out  the  reasons  behind  the
behavior

As you talk with the difficult employ-
ee, actively listen to what they say. Stay
calm and stay positive, but remain
impartial and non-judgmental. Ask
leading questions that can't be
answered in one or two words. Don't
interrupt.

When you do respond to the difficult
employee, remain calm. Summarize
back to them what they just said, "so
what I understand you are saying is", so
they know you are actually listening to
them. If you can find out from the diffi-
cult employee what the real source of
the inappropriate behavior is, you have
a much better chance of finding a solu-
tion.

Sometimes these confrontations will
go smoothly, or at least rapidly, to a con-
clusion. Other times it will require sev-
eral sessions to resolve the problem.
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