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Dealing with Difficult People – November, 2007

Summarized by Pamela Hollington
Overview

A recent article was forwarded to me about an effort of one of the Big Six (is that even a valid term anymore?) firms to provide “gender training” to their workforce.  The idea behind this was (in a nutshell) that women need to be marketed to, interfaced with, and dealt with / managed differently than men.
 
In our November session, we took this idea  back to the more general topic of “Dealing with Difficult People.”  Usually when someone is described as “difficult” it means they are “different” than the person doing the describing.  

We discussed some tips, tricks, and traps for “dealing with difficult people,” looking at it from the following points of view:
 
1. Dealing with Personality Style Differences; 

2. Dealing with Gender Differences; 

3. Dealing with Cultural Differences
Discussion Summary
We talked briefly about what makes a person “difficult to deal with.”  One person mentioned that they find it hard to deal with people who “don’t talk;” if you ask them a question, they shrug, or don’t say much at all.  
From a project manager’s point of view, this type of action / response often makes it difficult to figure out what the status of activities is.  You don’t know if the person is doing OK, or if they’re just waiting to bring up problems “later” when they can no longer avoid admitting to them.

In our discussion, we also identified another point of view for “difficult people” and that is the small “p” politics, or structural view.  This was described as senior management not fulfilling their obligations or not stepping up to their role on the team.

After a bit of discussion, it was generally agreed that dealing with any of these aspects of human behaviour, really comes down to communication!  In other words, you need to structure your communication so that you get the response you need, not just a response that is easy or comfortable for the person you are communicating with.

One method of dealing with this is to structure your requests in a way that doesn’t allow for ambiguous responses.  For example, in terms of status reporting, instead of asking “how are things going?” (which could solicit an “OK” or “fine” type of response), you can guarantee a more definitive response by structuring your status reports for team members.  This might include having the team member record when they started and how much time they’ve spent so far on each task assigned to them, as well as their estimate of how much effort they have left and when they’ll be done.  This avoids ambiguous responses like “50% done” or “on track.”  The participants also agreed that it is useful to avoid “Yes or No” questions and try to draw out more meaningful responses that can be evaluated and expanded on as needed.  Part of this skill is knowing which questions to ask to get the response you need, and being able to drill-down to more detailed responses as required.
Part of figuring out how to communicate is understanding personality styles, gender differences, cultural characteristics, and political positioning, but it also requires that you understand whether you are providing direction or supervision.  These are intertwined – if you are dealing with a personal style that requires lots of assistance and direction, then you’ll need to be more direct and detailed in your communication than if you are dealing with a “self-starter” who requires more of a “supervisory” / supportive role.

It is also important to figure out what type of worker the person is – are they one of the 20% who do 80% of the work, or one of the 80% who only do 20%  of the work.  The smaller group of high-performing workers are usually in high demand and are more critical to performance.  People who are busy and in high demand need to be approached differently and likely don’t need micro-managing.

Although it may be true that some people do actually try to be difficult, it is more likely that if they are coming across that way, they have some unmet need, some concern, or some frustration that they are either uncomfortable expressing, or unable to articulate.  It takes a great deal of skill and patience to draw this out of the person, instead of just ignoring it (“Well, they said they were OK so I believed them!”) and letting it fester.

Another key idea that came out of our discussion is that building relationships is critical to being able to deal with different types of people.  The relationship not only helps you to understand the person (their personality style, gender differences, cultural differences, political situation, etc.), it also allows you to structure your communication and style to best match their needs and situation.

We also identified that there is a situational aspect to dealing with people.  If you are working remotely from other team members, it can sometimes be awkward to build an effective communication channel.  In such cases, you may not recognize differences that may present themselves as the person being “difficult” when really they are just “different.”  It is ideal, if you can meet face-to-face, at some point in the project so that you can build those relationships and understandings of each other.

The group also mentioned that dealing with difficult people may require a different approach in meetings versus one-on-one situations.

In the end, we did discuss the notion that some people really are just difficult and it might be appropriate to give up trying to “bring them on board” and not waste too much energy on them.

Recognizing differences and managing your interactions to address those differences appropriately, comes down to building relationships and structuring your communications to ensure that you are getting the response you need.  Sometimes that may mean taking more time to think about how you are going to interact with someone, and what you need to say and do when you are communicating with them.  And, taking this kind of time is not always easy in the busy project environments we often face.

Thanks and Sponsorship Recognition

Thank you to our sponsors for their ongoing support.  They make it possible for us to rent the room, and to provide refreshments at the meetings.

Software Productivity Centre (SPC) and Teksystems are our founding sponsors.  PCGI Consulting, BC Hydro and Eagle Professional Resources are also sponsors for the Vancouver ISSIG meetings.

Next Meeting

Our next meeting will be Tuesday, December 11, 2007.
Our format for this meeting will be a “Sponsor Profile” session where each participating sponsor will spend a few minutes introducing their organization and some key information about their group and then we’ll have a short networking session after the presentations.

Contact Info:  For more info on the ISSIG or any of the topics in this summary, please contact Pamela Hollington, at (604) 988-4102 or by email at pamela@reboundltd.com.

