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Introduction

If you’re reading this page, there’s probably someone at work whose behavior drives you crazy. It may be a chaotic coworker, an obnoxious boss, an unruly employee, an inept department, or an impossible client. Whoever it is, interactions with this person or group of people set you off. Their conduct rattles your nerves and upsets your day.

You’ve probably imagined how great life would be if you could eliminate this workplace irritant. You dream of the day when everyone simply does his or her job without incident and no one invades your space. Dream on.

The fact is that the workplace is a volatile environment inhabited by emotional creatures who often rub each other the wrong way. This is especially true when people are thrown together for many hours in a small space commonly referred to as “the office.” Learning how to identify and handle any relationship that holds you back on the job is the purpose of Working with You Is Killing Me.

This book will help you “unhook” from any emotional pitfalls in the office and show you how to manage difficult personalities on the job. Each chapter covers a particular brand of potentially distressing behavior in the workplace. Each chapter delivers a framework for solving an emotionally upsetting situation, beginning with figuring out how you may be exacerbating your condition, and concluding with tangible, field-tested actions you can take to transform your experience.

To get you thinking about your workplace challenges, we invite you to take the following quick quiz:

1. Is someone at work killing you?

Put a check mark next to the statements that pertain to you.

___ Do you have a colleague or boss whose incompetence drives you crazy?

___  Does a certain department’s sloppy way of operating prevent you from doing your job?

___  Is there a coworker, boss, or customer who wears on your last nerve?

___  To cope with the stress of your job, do you consume large amounts of food, alcohol, TV, or other mind-altering substances?

If you checked any of these scenarios, you may need to learn the four essential steps to unhooking. Be sure to read Chapter 1, “Change Your Reaction, Change Your Life.”

2. Are you caught in a Boundary Busting situation at work?

Put a check mark next to any statements that describe your experience.

___ Is there someone who eats up your time by constantly arriving late and always missing deadlines?

___ Do you have a colleague who invades your space by messing up your work area or using your stuff?

___ Do you ever feel assaulted by the noise that other people make in your office?

___ Do you feel battered by someone who talks too much and tells you things you really don’t want to know?

___ Do you work with someone whose emotional outbursts (crying, yelling) drain your energy and rattle your nerves?

For help with these uncomfortable issues, learn the boundary guidelines in Chapter 2, “The Business of Boundaries—Protecting Yourself at Work.”

3. Check the statement(s) that best describes the role you play at work.

___ The Dumping Ground—every project ends up on my desk.

___ The Local Hero—I’m always having to save the day.

___ The Invisible Man (or Woman)—no one notices me or my contributions.

___ The Target—I’m always seen as a troublemaker, even when I’m right.

___ The Entertainer—everyone relies on me to break tension with my humor.

4. Check the statement that describes your biggest workplace problem.

___ I can’t say no whenever someone asks me to take on another responsibility.

___ I feel responsible for solving other people’s personal problems at work.

___ I frequently clash with people in positions of authority.

___ Sometimes I wish people took me more seriously.

___ I have difficulty advocating my point of view at meetings.

___ I feel that my accomplishments are often ignored or disregarded.

For information about how to break out of constraining roles at work, go to Chapter 3, “If the Role Fits, You Don’t Have to Wear It.”

5. Do you have a relationship at work that started out with great promise but turned into your worst nightmare? 

If so, read the following statements and check the ones that apply.

___ You constantly rehearse what you want to say to this person in your mind, in your car, and in your sleep.

___ You find yourself talking about the relationship with friends, family, anyone who will listen.

___ When you anticipate any interaction with this person you feel anxious, worried, or uneasy.

___ Conversations with this individual leave you feeling jittery, wound up, overheated, punched out, deflated, or otherwise unhinged.

___ You feel trapped in a no-win situation.

For skills to manage these toxic relationships, turn to Chapter 4, “Haven’t We Met Before? Fatal Attractions at Work.”

6. Is your boss someone who . . .

___ Never takes the time to meet with you, or schedules meetings only to cancel them?

___ Doesn’t tell you what he or she wants, then gets mad at you for not delivering?

___ Insists that you make decisions in certain areas, only to override the decisions you make?

___ Expects you to mind-read his or her changing priorities?

For relief from these kinds of experiences, go to Chapter 5, “Managing Up—Taking Control.”

7. If you are a manager . . .

___ Do you hate having to repeat what you want to your subordinates?

___ Do you wish your staff would just “grow up” and do their jobs?

___ Do you feel offended when an employee challenges your authority?

___ Do you see meetings with your staff as time-wasters?

For a course in Managing Down, check out Chapter 7, “Managing Down—Business Parenting.”
Who Are We and Why Did We Write This Book?
We are Harvard-trained psychotherapist Katherine Crowley and nationally recognized small business expert Kathi Elster. Published authors, college educators, public speakers, and veteran consultants, we are seasoned guides in the area of professional fulfillment through self-awareness and self-management.

Since 1989, we’ve helped to retool hundreds of companies by training thousands of individuals in the art of accomplishing their business objectives while navigating the psychological challenges of working with others. We’ve developed a method for dealing with difficult people and challenging conditions at work. Working with You Is Killing Me is the result of twenty years’ worth of research and the combined expertise of a psychotherapist and business strategist.

We think of ourselves as undercover business therapists. We’ve learned that solving a business problem is easy. Increasing sales, writing a marketing plan, packaging a new product—these are relatively simple things to attain. The tougher, more demanding, more intricate work involves uncovering the emotional traps that managers and their employees fall into and giving them the tools to get out.

Through our extensive experience advising business owners, managers, and employees of every kind, we understand a basic but rarely explored fact: Work, the actual activity of doing a job, is often fairly uncomplicated. It’s the people at work—bosses, coworkers, clients, and vendors—that present the real challenges.

“I really like my work but my boss drives me crazy. She’s constantly giving me things to do, then pulling the rug out from under me.”

“Our office manager gives me the third degree every time I request any kind of supplies. How am I supposed to do my job?”

“My assistant is very capable but she takes any correction I make personally. I’m afraid of giving her feedback because she gets mad and freezes me out.”

These are common responses frequently voiced in the workplace. While most business books tell readers how to be more productive by managing their external environment, Working with You Is Killing Me focuses on the one factor that has the greatest impact on work satisfaction—mastering one’s state of mind.

Chapter 1 reveals the essential techniques of “unhooking.” It promises that if you can change your reaction to distressing circumstances at work, you can change your life. It then lays out the four steps to unhooking: physically, mentally, verbally, and professionally.

Chapter 2 covers the “Business of Boundaries.” Here, we identify the many ways that people at work may be invading your physical or personal space, and we explain concrete steps you can take to protect yourself from their behavior. 

Chapter 3 zeroes in on the constraining roles people fall into (and get caught in) at work. Find out if you are unconsciously playing a role that prevents you from achieving your goals.

Chapter 4 presents the concept of “Fatal Attractions”—those relationships that start out with a bang but deteriorate into prisons of exasperating interaction; no matter how hard you try you can’t win, and somehow you can’t break free. In this chapter, we teach you advanced unhooking techniques to help you manage these very challenging workplace associations.

Chapter 5 shows employees how to take charge of their relationships with supervisors by Managing Up, and Chapter 6 investigates the most challenging types of managers—extreme and difficult bosses.

In Chapter 7 managers learn how to handle even the most difficult employees by applying the proven principles of “business parenting.”

Finally, Chapter 8 gives you the opportunity to investigate, through self-assessment exercises, what kind of work environment is best for you. You’ll evaluate your ethics, values, work behaviors, and lifestyle preferences and compare those with the culture of the company where you’re currently employed.

Our hope is that the material in this book will offer relief to anyone facing emotional distress at work. We know that if you read the case studies and apply the tools, your life on the job will improve. You’ll spend less time feeling angry, frustrated, thwarted, or otherwise trapped. Your communication skills will improve, and you’ll spend less time recovering from work once you leave the office.

Use Working with You Is Killing Me as an ongoing guide and reference. Refer back to it as often as you need—whenever a challenging workplace situation arises. This is not a quick-fix book but a handbook for your work life.
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