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Stanford University professor Robert Sutton became interested in difficult people in the workplace as a child,
when his father gave him this piece of advice: "Life's too short to work with a**holes."
Not only is life too short to deal with the most difficult people at work, Sutton—the author of The No A**hole
Rule: Building a Civilized Workplace and Surviving One That Isn't—says that organizations simply can't afford to
employ these types of people. This is particularly true of bad bosses, as studies show that 20 million Americans
are actually driven from their jobs as the result of an abusive direct supervisor. And the cost of high employee
turnover is not the only way that these abusers can affect a company's bottom line.
"Some surveys show that when people work for an abusive, a**hole boss, they tend to not put in as much
effort, they tend to not make as many suggestions, and they actually tend to steal more," said Sutton.
But difficult people in the workplace do not stop affecting you when you leave the office, as their toxicity can
have detrimental consequences on your health.
"If you have a boss that is basically a lousy boss—somebody who is both emotionally insensitive and
incompetent—you have about twice the chance of having a heart attack," Sutton added.
Workplace a**holes: Dealing with the most difficult people in the office
Dealing with difficult people in the workplace can make each day a misery that definitely loves company.
Although getting through those long hours in the office with obnoxious people around can be challenging,
Sutton says there are ways to alleviate the grief they cause you.
Detach from the situation. By doing this, you are not letting the office a**holes live in your head rent free
and you can get some peace of mind.
Change your views. If you reframe the way you see things, it can go a long way toward feeling better while
you're at work. You can change your way of thinking by not blaming yourself for what's going on around you
and remembering that these problems are only temporary.
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Reduce your exposure to difficult coworkers. Limiting how much interaction you have with difficult
coworkers and bad bosses can help restore your sanity. Try to hide behind technology as much as you can by
avoiding face-to-face interactions with workplace a**holes in favor of telephone meetings and e-mail
conversations.
Document bad behavior. If a coworker, or even your boss, is making your life miserable, Sutton suggests
that you document all incidents and present them to the difficult person's supervisor. If you take this route,
however, remember that there is strength in numbers.
"Trying to fight the system by yourself is usually not very effective," said Sutton. "You're more likely to change
things if you can get a group of people to also document the behavior, so that you can fight back together."
Are you a difficult coworker? You might be an a**hole if...
Sutton says that if you think that there are the difficult coworkers in one corner and the good coworkers in
another, think again. We have all, at one time or another, acted like an a**hole at work.
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"All of us, under the wrong conditions, are capable of being a temporary a**hole—and even I would plead
guilty to that," he said.
Sutton describes a temporary a**hole as someone who is generally a good coworker but, for whatever reason,
has been triggered into being short tempered. On the other hand, the workplace is also filled with chronic
a**holes—the people who consistently treat others like dirt and demoralize everyone they come into contact
with. These people are particularly poisonous to an office because they can affect, and infect, everyone around
them.
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"If there's a few grumpy deviants that you put up with, that's okay, but the more power a**holes get, the more
dangerous they become because everybody imitates them, they start hiring people like them, and nobody has
the power to stop them—then boom, you're in trouble," said Sutton. "Since emotions are very contagious, if
you work around a bunch of people who are nasty jerks, it's a disease you catch and it often turns out to be the
only way to defend yourself. So, if you have a job offer, look at the people you're going to be working
with—you're not going to change them, they're going to change you."

Close connections and goals are
the key to happiness
Wednesday, September 14,
2011

You might be the workplace a**hole if… If you're not sure if you're a difficult coworker, Sutton has a
checklist that can help you figure it out. If you agree with the following statements, you might be a certified,
workplace a**hole:
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You don't trust the people around you, and they don't trust you.
You believe that one of the best ways to "climb the ladder" is to push other people down or out of the
way.
You secretly enjoy watching other people suffer and squirm.
You are often jealous of your colleagues, and find it difficult to be genuinely pleased for them when they
do well.
You have a small list of close friends and a long list of enemies, and you are equally proud of both lists.
You take credit for the accomplishments of your team—why not? They would be nowhere without you.
You enjoy lobbing "innocent" comments into meetings that serve no purpose other than to humiliate or
cause discomfort to the person on the receiving end.
You are constantly "buttering-up" your boss and other powerful people, and expect the same treatment
from your underlings.
People seem hesitant to divulge personal information to you.
People seem to stop having fun when you show up.

Still not sure about how difficult you are at the office? Take the complete A**hole Rating Self-Exam (ARSE) at
electricpulp.com/guykawasaki/arse/.
How to reform your a**hole ways and become better to work with
So, you have determined that you are the office a**hole and as a result, you're making everyone around you
miserable. If you want to change and become more pleasant to work with, don't worry: Sutton says that this is
a completely treatable condition.
"The most likely cause when people are acting like a jerk is that they're in a bad situation where they're
working too much, they're surrounded by a bunch of jerks, and it's bringing out the worst in them," he noted.
If this is the case, the best way to change your difficult ways is to get out of the work environment that is
making you that way. Of course, in the current economic climate, that is much easier said than done. So until
you can make your great escape from that toxic work environment, Sutton suggests that you detach from your
job a little bit. By avoiding contact with toxic people, not checking your e-mail as often and, most importantly,
remembering that there are other important things in your life besides work, you can make steps toward
becoming a less difficult coworker. Also, if there is someone at your job that you trust enough, enlist them to
let you know when you are acting out.
"It's important to have a group of people who will help you by giving you feedback immediately when you're
being a jerk," Sutton said. "That way, you can start working through the problem."
The benefits of being a workplace a**hole
Despite the damage that difficult people in the workplace cause, Sutton reluctantly admits that there are some
benefits to being an office a**hole.
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Supervisors who use intimidation tactics do get some results from their employees because many people
are motivated by their fear of being humiliated. This, of course, is not the best way to get your
employees to work hard and offices that are not ruled by fear are much more productive.
Some work environments encourage difficult behavior, particularly in careers that are highly competitive
and run on a zero-sum game mentality.
Many people believe that being difficult at work is a vehicle to getting left alone. If they don't want to be
bothered with others, they act as grumpy as possible until they chase everyone away.
In some cases, throwing a tantrum is the only way that you can get what you need. If you have an
erroneous charge on your credit card, the company is not going to correct it out of the kindness of their
hearts. Oftentimes, in these cases, you need to bellow a bit before you can get these kinds of mistakes
corrected.

However, even though Sutton acknowledges the benefits of difficult behavior, he says it's important to
remember that "even if you're a successful a**hole, you’re still an a**hole."
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This article originally appeared on my Workplace Communication Examiner page on September 1, 2009.
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