School of Media Studies
THE NEW SCHOOL                                                                                             September, 2015 
WHEN MEDIOCRITY MEETS TRAGEDY *

How to Deal With a Mediocre Performer Hit By Tragedy

 

Gary looked up from his computer screen to see Paula, managing editor, looking grim.  She nodded toward her office.  He followed and closed the door.
“Where’s Myrna?” she said.  “There is some bad news – the worst kind.”
“She’s here,” Gary replied.  “Worst kind?”
“The police called.  Her daughter was found dead in her dorm room.  And … it sounds like suicide.  They found a note.”
Gary was Myrna’s supervisor.  She was his biggest problem employee and the least popular member of his team. He thought of her sitting out at her desk, completely unaware.  God, she talked about her teenagers all the time.
“You have to get her away from her desk,” Paula said.  “This is a newsroom.  I’m afraid someone is going to hear it on the scanner and tell her.  There’s a police chaplain on his way to break the news, but we need you to keep her occupied until he arrives.”
Gary protested that no one would tell her, but Paula wouldn’t risk it.  So he gathered Myrna up and took her to the cafeteria for coffee.  He pretended to be pleasant and conversational, but he was agonizing within.  He knew this terrible thing, and she did not.  She chatted along.  She was having the last innocent moment of her life. 
It took forever.  Gary’s coffee tasted metallic.  Then Paula appeared and nodded from across the room.  Gary walked Myrna out of the cafeteria and past HR – then suggested she go inside.  She looked at him in panic.  He knew she was wondering: Was she being fired?  “It’s all right,” he whispered, and patted her shoulder.  “It’s all right.  Go ahead.”
The young woman looked uncomfortable as she cleared her throat: “You know, I feel terrible for Myrna, but what about us?  She drove us all nuts as it was.  What’s it going to be like when she comes back to work?  I could scarcely tolerate her before this happened!”
There it was; someone had addressed the elephant in the room.  Gary had gathered the staff to meet with a counselor from the Employee Assistance Program and discuss what to expect when Myrna returned.  Her daughter’s funeral had been earlier that week.  Myrna had insisted, even begged, to come back to work on Monday.
Other speakers expressed sympathy, yet they were blunt: Myrna was lazy.  Myrna kept annoying them to help her – she was a pest.  Myrna struggled with the complex new computer system.  Myrna’s work was mediocre.  How bad would she be to work with now?
The conversation angered some.  How could they talk like that about a woman who had just buried her child?  Myrna might be frustrating, but she was still a human being.  No one who spoke knew that Gary had placed Myrna on a strict performance plan months ago.  She had been working on these very issues – and making slow but measurable progress.  However, in her 25 years at the company she had built a reputation for mediocrity and abrasiveness that would be nearly impossible to change. 
When she was placed on his team a year ago, Gary had read every annual review his predecessors had ever written.  Their criticisms were always buried in verbiage – sugarcoated.  “This place, it’s so damned passive-aggressive,” Gary told Paula, the newspaper’s managing editor, “Nobody’s ever been straight with her and really held her to a standard.”  Instead, she had been passed from supervisor to supervisor, treated like a hot potato instead of a person. 
Paula directed Gary to address the issues head-on, and he had.  At first, Myrna had trouble grasping just how substandard her work was.  After his first coaching sessions with Myrna, Gary told Paula, “It’s as if you let the dog sleep on the couch all its life, and then one day you holler at the dog for sleeping on the couch.  Naturally the dog’s gonna’ be confused.”  Myrna started to take him seriously, although she continued to struggle with the new computers.  This new system was so complicated, though, even Gary struggled with it.
Gary knew she had no innate talent and little drive to improve, so he wasn’t sure how competent she could truly become.  He didn’t even like her, really.  But he blamed the company for playing a role in making her what she was today, and he hoped he could help her save her job.
After her daughter’s suicide, though, Gary knew the performance plan was out the window.  All bets were off.  He had no idea what to expect when Myrna came back.
Some co-workers gave Myrna flowers on her first day back, listened to her pour out her grief and helped her in small ways.  Over time, a co-worker whose brother had committed suicide became a confidant.  A staff artist agreed to help Myrna design a headstone.  But Myrna would cling so hard to anyone who showed kindness, she pushed some of the well-intentioned away.
Others, who never liked her and never would, kept clear, fearful of getting sucked into the grief and tears.  This wasn’t their tragedy, not what they came to work for.  This was a place of business.  “Well, they don’t have to like Myrna,” Gary told Paula.  “They just have to work with her.  If we can make her productive, they have no right to complain.”
Remarkably, Myrna got through her days somehow.  She did her work.  No worse than ever, but only marginally better.  She insisted that she needed routine and normalcy in some part of her life, so Gary tried to be as businesslike as possible.  He wondered, though: Should he continue with the performance plan?  He decided this situation required a lighter touch.  If he bore down too hard, it would be counterproductive.  This fragile person would shatter. 
She often wept in their coaching sessions as work discussions lapsed into expressions of grief.  Gary would have to say, “Myrna, I’m an editor, not a counselor.  I can help you be a better journalist, but I’m not qualified to do much else.  Please, see someone who is.”  He wondered: Did she come back to work too soon?  He suggested several times that she needed to take time off, but she was adamant that she wanted to work.  She probably feared that if she were gone, she’d be deemed expendable.
After a few months, Myrna’s co-workers put the suicide out of their minds.  “They’ve moved on, and somehow they think I should be moving on too,” Myrna cried to Gary.  “Don’t they understand that’s not how it works?”  She often quietly shed tears out of the blue, or disappeared to cry after receiving a phone call from her husband or son. She could cry at the drop of a hat.

One day, around the anniversary of the suicide, Myrna lashed out angrily at several co-workers.  The next day, Gary made her apologize to all concerned.  But now more than ever, her colleagues felt they had to walk on eggshells.
They didn’t know the half of it.  To Gary’s horror, Myrna confided to him that her home life was miserable, her work life was miserable, and she thought about committing suicide herself.  “Myrna, please, tell your counselor this,” Gary said.  “Today.  Get help.  Nothing here is worth that.  This isn’t life-and-death stuff we do here.  This is only a newspaper.”
 “Gary, we can’t launch this new product with Myrna doing the work,” said Lori, the art director.  “This is too important to mess up.  I’ve talked to Dwayne in IT, and I’ve talked to my boss Helen and to Paula, and we’re all in agreement.  She won’t be able to handle it.  She has to go.”
Gary had fielded plenty of complaints about Myrna before.  But now, everyone who was a client of her work, and everyone who provided her with technical support, had cast a unanimous vote of no confidence.  He, too, knew that the new project would be too difficult for her to continue.
Paula suggested Gary begin progressive discipline steps.  “Let’s do ourselves a favor and build a case to fire her,” Paula said.  Gary confided in Paula about Myrna’s talk of suicide.  “What if firing her triggered yet another tragedy?” he asked.  “Would we really want that on our consciences?  I don’t get paid enough for that.”
He had an idea.  There was another job he could move her into, a job that would be less pressure than the job she was in.  But he also knew she would hate it.  “Here’s what I’ll tell her,” Gary said.  “‘I don’t care if you hate it, Myrna.  It’ll be a J-O-B job, and the alternative is me firing you.  And you’ve told me many times how much you need the income, the health insurance, etc.  So, I’m reassigning you, and I expect you to pledge to do your very best.  If you hate the job, then go out in the world and find something else that makes your heart sing.  That way you can leave on your own timetable.  It beats the alternative.’” 
If his plan didn’t work, though, Gary dreaded the thought of many more years of dealing with this particular problem.

 

AUTHOR'S NOTE

 

While the incidents in this case are not factual, they do represent a composite of actual events and situations.  This case was prepared to use as a teaching tool.

 

ASSIGNMENT

 
1. Whose plan is best, Paula’s or Gary’s?
2. After the suicide, should Gary have held Myrna to the performance plan regardless, or was he right to modify his approach under the circumstances?
3. What is the company’s obligation or degree of negligence regarding Myrna?
4. Is a manager’s first consideration the welfare of a particular employee, the good of his or her team, or the objectives of the company?  When does one outweigh the others?  
5. Was Gary successful in balancing these considerations?
 

* This case was prepared by Greg Rasa.

