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leading Hong Kong
- company held its
annual conference to
review performance
and map out future
strategy. During a
breakout session on
the second day,
groups drawn from
different
departinents were given time to
brainstorm about an assigned topic, after
which they were to give a short
presentation summarising their ideas and
conclusions.

Each group consisted of people of
varying levels of seniority in the hope of
sparking creativity and stimulating the

-participants to come up with new

perspectives and not just 1ecycle the same -

old thinkin;

In one room, the topic under discussion
was how to improve sales productivity.

Logically, the most senior person
present chaired the session —in this case,
the finance director —and the group also
included the company’s sales manager
and a graduate trainee, who had recently
started a job.rotation in the sales
department.

]:.ncouraged in the spirit of the session,
to'suggest “anything and everything”, this
young graduate was only too ready to
speak out. In three short minutes, she
explained how the whole department
should be restructured, that senior sales
staff were clearly resting on their laurels,
and that a new incentive scheme should be
introduced as soon as possible.

- Hearing these views and taking them as
a barely veiled personal attack, the sales
manager looked like thunder. He also felt
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- obliged tolaunch into a point-by-point

rebuttal, explaining in detail to the rest of -
the group why the trainee’s comments
were either naive, ill-informed or
financially inadvisable. To the casual
observer, this performance seemed
unnecessarily emotional and bordered on
displaying alack of self-control:

- Not suxpnsmgly, the overall mood of

“the session swung rapidly from positive to

negative. No one else wanted to step into-
the firing line, so they simply resorted to
mak'mg anumber of bland suggestions
about “more training or “focusingon
platinuwm customers”.

Things did not end there. A few weeks

later, when the trainee completed her spell *

with the sales department, she received,
without knowing it at the time, a less than

' Driven to distraction

@ Emotional self- management distraction technlques
@ Engaging.in cognitive activities

@ Engaging in something enjoyable

@ Withdrawal or aveidance

® Engaging in dialogue with someone supportive

® Taking time just to switch off

glou ing appraisal. This werit on her
personnel file, where it will remain for who
knows how long. )

The sales manager could possibly claim
to have acted decisively and shown

. leadership skills in setting the record -

straight. Unfortunately, however, by failing
to size up the original situation for what it
was and, more importantly, by not’
managing his emotions well enough, his

" reaction stifled the-breakout session. When -

word spread, it also had a longer term
adverseimpact on morale among the sales
team and on perceptions of the manager in
other parts of the company.

Allof this resulted from a lack of skill in

“controlling emotions and, apparently, the
" false belief that aleader should be

automatically immune to any hint.of
criticism from a subordinate.

Amore emotionally intelligent leader -
would obviously have handled the-
situation differently. Noting the topic for
discussion and the makeup of the group,

. he would perhaps have taken the initiative

by asking to chair the session. Or, after the
trainee had spoken, he could have waited
for others to speak, in the likelihood they
would put forward alternative approaches
or point out certain flaws.

More than anything, he should have
avoided taking personal offence for no
good reason. This would have made it
possible to move forward positively and for
everyone to contribute productively.

In general terms, aleader who can
manage his-or her emotions will achieve
more, create afar better working
environment for staff and be able to cope -

‘more effectively with the day-to-day

pressures of the job. To reach that point, it
usually helps to-have a tried and tested

distraction technique. By adopting a
simple method, which you know works for
you, of exercising self-restraint in difficult
situations, you will approach things more
rationally and not allow rash instin¢ts to
cloud your judgment.

In 1996, Robert Thayer, a professor of
psychology at California State University at
Long Beach, and a widely-read author on
the science of moods, identified several
distraction strategies which helped
individuals manage their emotions and
change theirmood. Some involve taking
more direct control, othefs depend more
on practising a degree of passivity. The top
strategies are:
® Engage in cognitive actlvnties whlch force
you to think or learn. This could be ~
anything from picking up a crossword
puzzle to reviewing a vocabulary list from
your last Putonghua class. Alternatively,
'you might consider keepmg a personal
journal to note down the times you feel
negative emotions atwork and what
causes them. This will help to clarify
your thoughts and take a broader
perspective.

@ Do something for fun and relaxatlon like
taking a five-minute “meditation break” at
your desk, flicking through the newspaper,
or going to the health club for a yoga class:
Itis well known that nothing clears the
mindlike a run,.a swirm or a session at the
gym.If that's notyour style, 1denufywhat it
is— building model planes or'going
shopping - that helps you unwind, and do
thatinstead. -

@ Take a step back physically and
metaphorically. If you feel on the point of

. exploding, leave the room or take 20

minutes away fromthe oﬂice until you feel
in control again.

® Aproblemsharedisa prohlem halved, so
when something provesa persistent
problem, talk it through with a friend,
colleague or family member. The key, of

* course, is to choose someone not

immediately connected with the situation.
® Just switch off by doing something
“mindless” such as surfing the Net or
watchirig TV. Itis often surprising how -
much this can lift the mood.

The important thing is not just knowmg
about distraction techniques, but finding
the one that works best for you. To
maintain self-control in potentially difficult
circumstances, some leaders also develop
specific reminders to prevent them from
speaking or acting in haste. This might be'a
small card with the word “stop” placed on. -
the table in front of them, or wearing a
special ring which they touch when feeling
wound up. ..

Stressful situations and difficult people
are part of the business world. That will not
change, so a resourceful leader must
understand how to handle the emotions
involved. The best place to startis by
managing one’s emotions effectively and
seeing that a failure to do so has far-

‘Teaching consequences.
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