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What’s Bad About Cheryl?

Mike: “I can’t stand Cheryl. She is always
twisting the facts to help support her side of
the story. In fact, sometimes she actually
makes up facts to support her position! | don’t
think she has good values! Don’t you agree?”

What'’s your response to Mike? What should
it be? How do you determine what it should
be?

Both in our work and in our personal lives,
we’re often confronted with some variant of
the above line of reasoning. How we respond
not only says a great deal about emotional in-
telligence in dealing with others, but also with
our own sense of self.

Here are some questions to help us respond
appropriately, and to help Mike do so as well.

|.Is there another side to the story?

2.Regardless of the manner in which they
have been conveyed, are some of
Cheryl’s facts substantively correct? Is it
important to point out that possibility?
And finally, how should that be done?

3. Why might Cheryl be distorting the facts?
Is she doing it deliberately, or might there
be some other reasons at work? What
might they be?

4.What do we say to Mike?!
Is There Another View of the Story?
Perhaps the easiest way to respond to a Mike

(particularly if he is a colleague, a boss, or a
good friend), is to agree. But is this the best

way to respond? What does it say about
Mike that he is taking this position? What
does it say if you agree with him without
demonstrating your own thought process!?
What does it say to others if they are pre-
sent when you agree! In virtually every
setting there is, in fact, another view of the
story being told. Here are some possibili-
ties:

Mike may be distorting the facts to sup-
port his own position.

Mike may have misunderstood what
Cheryl said.

Cheryl may have inadvertently mis-
stated the facts.

You may in fact know that Mike is

prone to hyperbole (or Cheryl may
be), or is prone to misunderstand oth-
ers, and need to factor that into your
own search for a balanced view of the
“story behind the story.”

The difference may just be the result of

a different point of view, derived from
differences in personality, cultural back-
ground, gender, positional authority —
in other words, virtually any discrimina-
tor of diversity (and thus, potentially, in
fact, very helpful!)

You owe it to Cheryl (and to yourself, as
we will discuss later) to test whether any of
the above possibilities are in play.
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Are some of Cheryl’s facts substantively
correct? Is it important to point out that
possibility? How should that be done?

Just as “every book has some benefit to the
reader,” so too almost every story contains
some element of “truth” (that is, some facts
that we individually would recognize as
“right”).

You don’t have to necessarily be a detec-
tive or have skill in cross-examination to
test for the facts. Sometimes all it takes is a
few innocent questions, like, “Mike, your
theory is certainly plausible, but what do
you think Cheryl really had in mind?” Or,
“Mike, could Cheryl have possibly said . ..”
When we ask such questions we’re often
surprised that even a gentle challenge can
cause the story-teller to recognize that
he/she may have come on too strong.

By calling attention to those facts that are
buried somewhere in most stories, you can
accomplish at least two worthwhile pur-
poses:

Sensitize yourself to the facts often
found in stories, and use them to your
advantage and that of your associates
and organization going forward.

Develop your reputation as someone
who has, and constantly exhibits, those
values of thoughtfulness, even-
handedness, and fairness which most of
us so highly prize.

Stop a potential unpleasant incident
among friends or colleagues before it
develops its own momentum.

Why might Cheryl be distorting the
facts? Is she doing it deliberately, or
might there be some other reasons at
work? What might they be?

Without psychoanalyzing Cheryl (or Mike
for that matter), we have found in our
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work that when individuals are perceived to
distort the facts, they do it for fairly obvious
reasons:

They’re doing so because they are so
focused on their point that they selec-
tively choose the facts, or interpret
them in a way that helps support their
point (see our Summer 2004 Commen-
tary on the behavioral law of
“anchoring”).

They have developed a habit of doing so
because they are rarely challenged and
have thus lost the power of critical
thinking and its twin skill, critical com-
munication.

They have done so because the risk of
being found out is seen by them as less
damaging than the possibility that they
might not successfully make their point.

In every one of these cases, there may be
deeper psychological forces at work which
contribute to the perception of “bad per-
son, bad values, and/or bad behavior.” The
best response is not to fall into immediate
judgment of that sort, but rather to ap-
proach the situation with objectivity and to
use questions to coax out the underlying
facts.

What do we say to Mike?

In a sense, we have already answered this
question by suggesting that we question him
about what might lie behind Cheryl’s com-
ment, and attempting to help him under-
stand that there may be some valuable
“truth” behind her comments.

Whatever we say, if we do so in a construc-
tive, positive manner, we are likely to help
him (and ourselves) improve the discourse
of daily life, advance critical thinking skills,
and contribute to the civility of life in gen-
eral.

Next Issue? In our Winter Commentary, we’ll discuss why it is more important for a leader to
ask questions than it is to provide answers. We’'ll also suggest some ways to make your ques-

tions more powerful and more productive.
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