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6 steps for managing ‘difficult’ employees
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W
orking alongside difficult people can be hard enough. But managing someone with whom you have a personality clash can cause major tension.
Experienced managers know how to sepa- rate emotions from the work at hand when dealing with employees. Rather than dwelling on an employee’s negative personality traits, smart managers focus on tasks, projects and results. They don’t allow their feelings to interfere, and they treat everyone the same way.
But in too many cases, managers simply turn away from their least favorite employ- ees. Rather than interacting with them, they avoid them. What’s worse, managers may just write off the problem employees and do the employees’ jobs themselves.

Turning your back on difficult employees isn’t just a management mistake—it can also create legal trouble. That’s because employees who frequently bump heads with management are also the ones most likely to file lawsuits when they feel they’re being treated unfairly.
That’s why, when confronted with employ- ees who don’t do what’s asked, it’s advisable to devise a strategy for making the best of a potentially explosive situation.
Although it may be hard to transform a dif- ficult employee into a warm, friendly ally, you can take the following steps to make it easier for the employee to comply:
1. Set personal differences aside. If you don’t like an employee, that person probably feels the same way about you. 
Self-test: Gaining compliance from stubborn employees


For each statement, rate your answers from 1 to 5 using this scale:
1 = never, 2 = occasionally, 3 = sometimes,
4 = usually, 5 = always
1. When I ask my least favorite employee to do something, I don’t mind if the employee doesn’t “get it” the first time. I’m willing to repeat myself in a patient tone.
2. When I give instructions, I allow employees to ask questions and express any reserva- tions about the task.
3. My personal dislike of an employee doesn’t influence how I communicate when I assign a task.
4. Whenever I give instructions, I plan what I’m going to say.
5. When I ask my least favorite employee to do
do something, I stick to describing the task,


something, I do so without indicating my feelings.
6. When I ask my least favorite employee to do something, I always explain the overall goal first and allow him or her to suggest options.
7. I’m comfortable telling an employee exactly how his or her behavior is creating a prob- lem, and I do so in a tactful manner.


SCORE CARD:
29 to 35: You’re a wise leader who likely has little trouble gaining compliance from even the most stubborn employees.
24 to 28: You need to exercise more patience and put your personal views aside when interacting with troublemakers on staff.
Below 23: You may be falling into the trap of allowing certain employees’ negative personalities to rub off on you.

Don’t confirm their suspicions. Instead, help the employee focus on getting the job done.
2. Seek confirmation. When giving instruc- tions, don’t assume you’re making yourself clear. Ask the employee to explain what you just said and what you expect of him or her.
3. Rehearse. Making simple requests is painless. But if you must explain something more complicated, don’t wing it. You may waste time backtracking or jumbling words.
As you rehearse, use the fewest words pos- sible to describe your goal. Boil down the expected outcome to its essential components.
Once you find a concise way to summa- rize the outcome you want, write it down and memorize the key phrase that captures the main point.
4. Speak and write. To ensure the employ- ee understands you, assign tasks both orally and in print. Get into the habit of talking with that person and telling him or her what you
need. Let the employee ask questions and offer suggestions. Then, follow up soon after the discussion with an email or memo that summarizes what’s expected, along with the timetable for the project.


5. Stick to behavior. When managing someone with an attitude problem, don’t let the person’s personality interfere with the job at hand. Focus on describing the work that you need done.
Avoid lacing your comments with any quips or cynical asides about the person’s spotty track record on complying with your past requests. What you may view as a harmless
jab (“Maybe you’ll hit the deadline this time”) may make the employee even more jaded and resistant to help, and they’ll use that attitude against you if they sue.
6. Talk on the employee’s turf. If you have a personality conflict with a certain employee, the last thing you should do is make him or
her feel “bossed around” when you are assign- ing a task.
A practical way to encourage such employ- ees to comply is to meet in their offices, not yours. Calling employees into your office to assign a task could instantly put them on the defensive.
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Negotiating workplace conflicts: 9 tips for managers
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C
onflict happens in all corners of the workplace. But if issues aren’t settled, bad things can happen: Good people quit, morale can plummet and sometimes anger boils over into threats or worse.
But supervisors and managers don’t need to become certified mediators to settle disputes. You simply need to understand some basics about human behavior, practice the fine art of paying attention and offer yourself as a neutral party who wants to resolve the problem.
Here are nine insights and tricks of the trade, according to Jeffrey Krivis’ book Improvisational Negotiation:
1. Allow employees to tell their story. When people are deeply upset about something, they need to get their story out. This is a basic principle of mediation and one that’s important to remember.
Yes, allowing people to speak their minds can increase the level of conflict with which you must deal. That’s OK. You must push through the conflict phase to find the solution. Sometimes, feeling that he or she has finally “been heard” can dramatically change an angry person’s outlook. Plus, as the employee tells the story, new information may come
to light that allows a solution to emerge naturally.
2. Bring a reality check to the table. Often in a conflict, the parties are so focused on minutiae that they lose sight of the big pic- ture and its implications. As the mediator,
you need to bring people back to reality by wrenching their attention away from the grain of sand and having them focus on the whole beach. Doing so may help the resolution arrive at a startling speed.
3. Identify the true impediment. In every conflict, ask yourself: What is the true motivating factor here? What is keeping this person from agreeing to a solution?

When you can identify the impediment, you can predict how the person will respond to certain ideas, and you can shape negotiations accordingly.
4. Learn to “read minds.” Mind-reading is not magic. It is a combination of observation and intuition, which is born of experience. You can learn a lot about how the parties see
a dispute by paying attention to body lan-guage and listening closely not only to their words but also to the emotional tone behind their words.
5. Think creatively about ways people can cooperate rather than clash. In every negotiation, there’s a tension between the desire to compete and the desire to cooperate.
Be on the lookout for signals that support a cooperative environment. That’s where the most creative solutions are born.
6. Take the spotlight off someone who’s refusing to budge. Isolation tends to create movement. When you mediate a multiparty conflict, you’ll often discover that one person insists on taking a hardline approach, refus-ing to compromise and shooting down every solution presented.
Suggestion: Take the attention off the “last man (or woman) standing” and begin settling around that person. You’ll find that the holdout starts to anxiously call and send emails, trying to get things going again. When his or her perceived power is neutralized,
the balky negotiator quickly sees the value of compromise.
7. “Edit the script” to help people see their situation in a different light. People tend to get stuck in their positions because they’re telling what happened from a narrow viewpoint and in a negative, hopeless tone. They can’t see the situation any other way unless you help them do so.

As the mediator, you can take a larger view that looks not at one party or the
other “winning” but at both parties working toward a mutual goal. One way to do that is to edit their script. Retell their story about
the dispute in a positive, forward-looking construction.
In that way, you give them the words to see their options in a new light.
8. Avoid the “winner’s curse” by carefully pacing negotiations. Believe it or not, it’s possible to reach a solution too quickly.
We all have an inner clock that lets us
know how long a negotiation should take.
When a deal seems too easy, a kind of buyer’s remorse can set in. One or both parties may
be left feeling that if things had moved more slowly, they might have cut a better deal.

Don’t rush the dance or the negotiation will fail.
Even when you know you can wrap up
things quickly, it’s to everyone’s advantage
to keep the negotiation proceeding normally, for a reasonable amount of time, before the
inevitable settlement.
9. Acknowledge that every conflict can’t be solved. What if you’ve tried to help two warring factions find a fair solution, but you can’t reach that elusive goal? That can happen – and often does. Not every negotiation will result in a win/win outcome. Not everyone can live together in harmony.
There are times when you must
accept that both parties will leave the table equally unhappy. Isolate the participants if possible, and move on.
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C
hances are, at least one employee you know suffers from a drug or alcohol problem. In fact, according to American Addiction Centers, a 2025 national survey of the U.S. workforce found that 15.3% of workers reported to work under the influence of alcohol, and 2.9% admitted to being under the influence of illicit drugs on the job.
If you suspect one of your employees has a problem, don’t immediately confront the employee or insist that he or she seek treat- ment. Instead, follow these steps:
1. Resist the urge to diagnose the employee. Instead, focus on documenting on-the-job performance problems. That lowers the organization’s risk of wrongful-termination lawsuits and other legal problems. Also check with HR to see what, if any, testing program is in place.
2. Ask for advice from HR. They’ll be able to tell you what type of counseling and treatment services are available for 
















the employee, either through the organ-ization’s insurance plan or its employee assistance program.
3. Discuss the performance issues with the employee. Set specific consequences for what will happen if performance and conduct issues aren’t cleared up. Focus strictly on performance. Leave advice on resources to HR. 
4. If the situation continues, meet with the employee again to review the perform- ance issues. Remember that employees with addiction problems are covered by the ADA and may use FMLA leave for treatment. HR will manage that.
5. Use drug testing cautiously with input from HR. Ideally, the organization should have a written policy regarding drug use in place beforehand.
6. Act as a role model. As a manager, your actions speak volumes about what will be tolerated.



How to work with employees who are seriously ill
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I
t’s sad enough when an employee becomes seriously ill. What makes it more tough is that the work doesn’t stop. Deadlines remain, customers need service and paperwork piles up.
That means you must deal with two major management challenges at once: understand- ing and appreciating the emotions of the employee and other co-workers, while ensuring that the necessary work gets done. Responding to these challenges requires tact, sensitivity and flexibility.
Remember also that federal and state laws provide leave and other benefits for employees facing serious illness. These laws include the ADA and the FMLA, among others. 
Mistakes can mean not only hurt feelings but also potentially legal liability. The key is balance: You must consider the sick employee’s needs and wishes while devising strategies to maintain the work routine, with help from HR.

Compliance factors
FMLA. First, when you learn one of your employees has a serious illness, this signals that the employee may qualify for FMLA leave. The threshold for FMLA eligibility is having a serious health condition (or having a loved one with a serious health condition). If you suspect a subordinate has an FMLA-qualifying serious health condition, immediately reach out to HR. They can help manage the complex process of obtaining FMLA certification and determining how FMLA leave will be granted.
ADA. Key decisions will need to be made about whether you need to reassign work and what kind of accommodations the employee may need under the ADA if the serious health condition is also a disability. 
It is crucial to talk with HR before making any accommodation decisions. They will engage with the employee and come up with appropriate accommodations if possible. 
Example: If a star performer is about to undergo cancer treatment and periodically must miss long stretches of work, you may instinctively tell them they can work from home. That’s a decision best left to HR. Your part will be implementing the accommodation. 
Bottom line: It is crucial for the employee to work with HR regarding FMLA leave and/or ADA accommodations.

Provide support
When an employee tells you they are seri- ously ill, your immediate response should be to provide support. Express your overriding concern about the person’s well-being.
Resist the urge to dispense advice. Don’t play doctor or offer prescriptive solutions, such as “It’s probably best not to exert your- self right now.” Such advice could come back to haunt the organization if the employee ever voices a legal claim, such as an ADA lawsuit.
Another no-no: Don’t try to instinctively make things better by saying, “I’m sure this won’t slow you down.” Rallying employees to fight a disease may backfire if all they want is some accommodation so they can continue
to meet their duties. The ADA often requires such accommodations (see box on next page).

5 tips for managers
Aside from trying to tell seriously ill employ- ees how to treat their condition, here are some other tips for managers when handling these tough situations:
1. Avoid laissez-faire management. Now
is not the time to withdraw from the employee and play a hands-off role. If you’re uncomfort- able with the news of a sick employee, you
may decide it’s easier to avoid talking about it.
Instead, turn up your listening skills when talking with the ill employee. Serve as a sen- sitive, patient sounding board. An employee who wants to continue working may resent your avoidance. Say, “I want to offer whatever help I can for you. Let me know what I can
do, and I promise to do my best.” Then make yourself accessible.
3. Protect the employee’s confidentiality. In most cases, employees don’t need to provide exact details of their illness to management. For extended leaves, they’ll likely need to provide HR with a doctor’s certification, but in many cases, employees may want their co-workers to know what’s happening. It’s not OK for you to share any information. That’s up to the worker. 
Some co-workers will be concerned about the employee’s plight, but they may also har- bor concerns about how they’ll manage the increased workload. Your role is to arrange for coverage, either by redistributing work or by bringing temp workers in. Do not discuss the employee’s treatments, recovery or any other personal information with co-workers. 

















Don’t treat returning workers with kid gloves

When an employee returns to work after an illness or injury, don’t automatically assume the employee can’t do their job at full capacity. Treat returning employees the same as others unless they request an accommodation.
Reason: The ADA entitles disabled people to job accommodations. Employees are pro- tected under the ADA if their ailment rises to the ADA’s definition of a true disability.
But in some cases, if a supervisor treats the employee’s condition as if it were a disability, the employee can earn ADA protection, too, regardless of whether the person truly
has a disability.
Case in point: An employee recovering from a pulmonary embolism wanted to bring a small oxygen tank to work. Her manager refused and asked her to go on disability
leave, saying he didn’t want to be responsible if she “fell over dead” at work. She filed an ADA lawsuit and won. The employee wasn’t technically “disabled” under the ADA, but because the company treated her like she

was, the employee earned her job back.

8 tips for conducting difficult conversations via video
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R
emote and hybrid work arrangements are a permanent part of the management landscape that have changed the way many companies conducted business. Videoconferencing technology is now a norm, but meetings that take place remotely should be approached differently than those in person. Performance reviews and all manner of disciplinary and counseling sessions still demand formal, confidential exchanges.
Whether meeting with employees yourself or training supervisors how to interact with team members, these tips can make it easier to use a videoconferencing platform to discuss matters that normally warrant face-to-face interactions:
1. Schedule a mutually convenient appointment. Request a private, uninter- rupted Zoom meeting. This gives both parties time to create a quiet and distraction-free environment. Clearing time prevents the need to hurry through the meeting.
2. Keep the camera on. Audio-only may be acceptable when delivering general info via Zoom. However, important chats benefit from visual cues. Up front, ask for cameras to remain on.
3. Give and expect full attention. Sensitive, potentially emotional conversations demand focus and careful listening. Insist that everyone refrain from multitasking.
4. Get to the point. Nervous tension may cause you to beat around the bush. That won’t help communicate what is presumably important information. In fact, sneaking in uncomfortable information among small talk
and efforts to soften the blow can result in the listener missing the point entirely or failing to treat the matter as important.
5. Stick with facts. Whether on video or

in person, make your case with verifiable evidence rather than vague or opinionated statements. Such a presentation clearly dem- onstrates the problem and avoids the percep- tion that the other party is being picked on. Reading aloud an email from a disgruntled client or citing statistics on a productivity drop delivers actionable information in a profes- sional manner. Accusing someone of being a slacker who doesn’t care about his work just invites arguments.
6. Follow your standard procedures. When issuing a warning or terminating some- one, it’s critical to abide by your organization’s rules. If policy requires the presence of
a union representative, for example, include that person on the call. Complete all related paperwork in a thorough, timely manner. Potential wrongful-termination suits won’t accept remote operation as an excuse for sloppy handling.
7. Don’t rush. An uncomfortable topic may provoke an effort to get it over with. People receiving negative news, however, benefit
from a calmer pace. Clear speech is essential for comprehension, especially over video. Likewise, listeners need the chance to process what they hear. Allow time for participants to absorb information and formulate questions. Those extra few beats also help everyone involved keep emotions in check and proceed civilly.
8. Recap and create a follow-up plan. As things wind down, sum up major points of the conversation in your own words. Ask the other party to add any pertinent comments. These actions verify understanding in case either
side missed something during the discussion. A detailed, forward-focused resolution sets the stage for positive results regardless of the meeting’s medium.




6 approaches to calming angry employees
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Y
ou stand at the front lines when confront-ing angry employees, meaning you’re the person to deal with their raw rage.
How can you handle angry employees’ complaints without adding more stress to your day or opening the organization to legal liability? Use the following “6 A’s” to deflect employee anger:
1. Abstain from interrupting. Let the other person have their say. Eventually, the employee must take a breath, which helps you move to the second step.
2. Agree to the extent that you can. You don’t have to agree on who’s right and who’s wrong, but you can agree that a problem exists or at least that the person is upset. Examples:
“I can see that you’re upset,” “You sound angry about what’s happened.”
3. Acknowledge the problem. Even if you think the person is overreacting, it’s important to their perception of the situation.
Show your empathy and concern by saying, “I can understand why you’re upset” or “I would be angry, too, if that happened to me.”

4. Apologize to the extent possible. Know the difference between accepting responsibility and offering a sincere but blame-free apology.
For example, it’s not your fault that the company’s health insurance plan denied the employee’s claim, but you can still express your regret. Example: “I’m sorry that hap- pened to you.”
5. Act within your authority. If you can solve the problem, promise that you will – and follow through.
In other situations, you may not hold the power to change anything. But you can offer your understanding and forward the com- plaint (or direct the employee) to the appro- priate person in the organization.
6. Assess the outcome. Take time later to reflect on the confrontation. Was the person calmer when you finished, or more upset? What did you say or do that helped the situa- tion or made matters worse?
Reflecting on your words, actions and out- comes will help you be more effective next time.




How to help employees through the grieving process
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T
he death of a loved one affects more than the people suffering the loss – it also affects the organizations where they work.
The Grief Recovery Institute estimates that employees’ grief costs companies $37.5 billion a year in lost productivity. Here’s what a sur- vey of newly bereaved employees found:
•    90% said they experienced difficulty con- centrating at work.
•    85% said their workplace decision­making
ability had suffered.
•    90% of employees in physical jobs reported a higher incidence of on-the-job injuries.
•    80% characterized their interactions with co-workers right after the loss as “fair” or “poor.”
When employees are grieving, your actions in the aftermath of loss can make a huge dif- ference in helping them regain their footing in the workplace and their personal life.

5 steps for managers
Here are five steps every manager should take when an employee loses a loved one:
1. Recognize that every person reacts differently and recovers at various speeds. Grief may show itself as shock, denial, anger, guilt, anxiety, exhaustion, inability to concentrate and overwhelming sadness. Don’t assume someone who fails to exhibit these signs isn’t grieving. Some people try to hide it from others.
2. Contact or visit the employee as soon as possible after the death. Many bereaved employees complain that their



manager responded inadequately or inappropriately to their loss. While a demonstration of group sympathy, such as sending flowers from the department, is fine, you can go one step further and offer your personal condolences by sending a separate card, attending the funeral or calling.
3. Offer concrete and specific help. Newly bereaved people often feel overwhelmed. You can help by contacting HR for information about bereavement leave, benefit entitlements, medical claims or life insurance policy procedures.
Pass along information about grief coun- seling that may be available through your organization’s health plan or employee assis- tance program.
4. Communicate. If you see the employee struggle after returning to work, ask what you can do to help ease the transition. Most important: Be willing to listen.
5. Be flexible. Some employees will need more time off – even after weeks or months have passed – than your organization’s bereavement policy allows. Others may have trouble carrying out their full job responsibilities. Discuss options such as temporarily redistributing assignments or job responsibilities with the employee, but don’t push too hard.
On the other hand, remember that some employees may return to work too quickly to avoid dealing with their grief. As a result, they may show delayed reactions months later.




Responding to employee rants: 4 do’s and don’ts
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D
iscipline and termination meetings are emotionally charged events that carry the potential for nasty words, hurt feelings and even legal troubles.
As a manager, you never know how
employees will respond to discipline or fir- ings. But you need to be prepared for any-
thing – including employees who “let it all out” in long, loud rants.
Rants are unpredictable. Some employees simply vent, cry or complain without pour-
ing their scorn on management. But other
employees scream, insult, curse, threaten – or get physical.
In either case, it’s wise to follow these four do’s and don’ts to defuse rants and avoid lawsuits:

1. Do listen
Avoid arguing with the employee, becom-
ing defensive or taking the rant personally. Let the person speak his or her piece. Don’t interrupt or try to silence the employee – 
that can strip away the person’s dignity. This is especially important in termination meet-
ings. Experts say that fired employees who
don’t feel they were heard or who feel a loss of dignity are more likely to file lawsuits.

2. Do document the rant
It’s best to have a witness (another manager or HR rep) in any meeting that could turn confrontational. Take notes right afterward. Make a written record of any insulting words, facial expressions, hand gestures, mood, voice volume and tone.

Notes are important because an angry
employee may say something that contra- dicts a lawsuit he files later, or the employee may neglect to complain about
something that later serves as a basis for a lawsuit.

3. Don’t ignore complaints that could 
serve as the basis of a lawsuit
For example, somewhere in the middle of her tirade, the employee drops this bomb:
“My supervisor is a sexist pig.” Then she continues yelling about something else. A
court could say that such a comment served
as official “notice” of potential sexual harass- ment, and therefore, the organization must
investigate.
In such a case, calmly say, “Tell me about your supervisor.” Then report the com-
plaint to HR. Also, inform HR if the employee declines to further explain the complaint about the supervisor.
Key point: Don’t assume that claims of
harassment or discrimination from ranting
employees are false and result only from their anger. An employer has the same responsibil- ity to investigate regardless of the employ-
ee’s tone or whether the employee faces termination for an unrelated reason. 

4. Don’t tolerate threats
If the employee becomes verbally abusive
or even hints at physical violence, leave the room and call for help to escort the person off the premises. Activate your emergency plan if you have one (and you should).



Worried about a new hire? 7 ‘salvage operation’ tips
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M
ost managers have faced this dilemma at least once in their careers: A candidate looks great on paper and gives a knockout interview, but two weeks into the new job, you’re less than enthused.
The new employee doesn’t show that same initiative or smarts that you witnessed in the interview. You now have a choice: Cut your losses or run a salvage operation.
If you ultimately decide the employee isn’t right for the job, do both of you a favor and cut ties soon (after discussing the matter with HR, which always has the last word on a termination decision).
But maybe the employee shows promise and you’re not ready to give up yet. If that’s the case, here are some tips and points to consider in running this salvage operation:
1. Rethink your expectations. Is the employee wrong for the job? Maybe your expectations were too high. If the person wowed you in the interview, maybe you expected instant miracles. If so, re-examine your thinking.
2. Is it a matter of style? People often confuse style and substance. Perhaps it’s the way the employee operates, rather than what he delivers, that’s giving you heartburn.
If so, having a heart-to-heart talk about your corporate culture and what you deem acceptable may resolve the problem.
3. Ratchet up the training. When new hires don’t fit, they may not understand enough about how the organization operates or what they’re expected to do. Their failure may be one of asking too few questions, not an inability to perform the job. Consider an investment in additional training.

4. Create a buddy system. Having a sound- ing board or mentor is a critical help in navi- gating a new job. Consider pairing up the new hire with someone whose counsel they can seek.
5. Ensure clear expectations. Does the employee know what you expect? You may have run through the job description on Day 1, but that may have been a blur to the employee. Sit down and clarify in more detail what’s expected in terms of quality and quan- tity of work, plus behavior.
6. Manage more closely. New employees in trouble can’t be given the same degree of autonomy and trust as high achievers who meet every expectation. For the salvage opera- tion to work, frequent meetings detailing projects, deadlines and checkpoints will be crucial.
7. Consider an internal transfer. If you believe the employee can still be productive, yet you are unhappy with the match, explore whether there’s another place in the organi- zation where the person’s style and skills will be a better fit.
Final tips: When new hires go off-track so quickly, review the recruiting/hiring/training process with HR to see where it went wrong. Unless you can identify where the disconnect occurred – elevated expectations, vague interview questions, eagerness to be done with the hiring process, etc. – you risk repeating the mistake.
Did anyone make promises of long-term employment during the interview process that could come back to haunt the organization. Does the employee have an implied contract? Consult HR.

