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No one likes picking up someone else’s slack. But when a colleague leaves early, misses deadlines,
and doesn’t give 100% to a project, it can be difficult to determine the best course of action. Should
you confront them about their behavior? Speak to your boss? Or mind your own business?

What the Experts Say
We’ve all worked with someone who doesn’t pull his own weight — a colleague who checks Facebook
all day, takes two-hour lunch breaks, and never meets a deadline. But as irritating as it can be, you
shouldn’t become the behavior police unless their slacking is materially affecting your work. “You
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don’t want to have the reputation of an oversensitive alarm detector,” says Allan R. Cohen, a
professor of management at Babson College and author of Influence Without Authority. Susan David,
the founder of the Harvard/McLean Institute of Coaching, agrees: “If your slacking coworker isn’t
impacting your ability to do your job or your ability to advance in the organization, move on and
focus on your own work.” But if your job is suffering because of your colleague’s behavior, it’s time to
act. Here’s how to handle this tricky situation.

Put yourself in their shoes
Dealing with a colleague who isn’t giving his all can be frustrating, but don’t presume to know the
root causes of his behavior — slacking doesn’t always indicate laziness. “It may be an issue at home,”
says Cohen. Or it could stem from difficulties at work. Perhaps the person is struggling to understand
a new assignment or to learn a new skill set. “Context matters,” says Cohen. “You don’t want to make
assumptions about the other person’s motivations.” He advises doing some “exploration and
inquiry” before making any moves. And that includes some introspection. But don’t spend too much
time debating whether to approach them. If you wait until you’re fed up with their behavior, you’re
more likely to lose your temper and look unprofessional.

Choose conversation over confrontation
If your work is affected by your colleague’s behavior, it’s time to speak up. But don’t ambush him or
adopt an accusatory tone. “Approach the conversation with curiosity and compassion,” says David.
“You want to show that you’re genuinely trying to solve the problem, rather than punish or make a
point.” Ask how things have been going. Say, “I’ve noticed that you seem to be less engaged with this
project than you used to be. Are there ways that I could help?”

Stick to the facts
Bring specific examples of the offending behavior to the conversation, and clearly explain the impact
it’s had on you and other colleagues. “You want the discussion to be, ‘Here’s what happened and
here’s the difference it made,'” says Cohen. For example, tell the person that her missed deadline
jeopardized a client’s deal, or that her early departures required you to stay late. But keep the
dialogue positive and forward-looking. Cohen suggests role-playing the conversation with someone
first to get the words and tone right.

Be flexible
You may have your own idea of how best to fix the problem — but don’t get fixated on any pre-set
solutions. “What is helpful is to explore different options with the individual,” says David. You
should also resist the temptation to think about the situation as black-or white:  you’re right and the
other person is wrong. “Thinking someone is wrong is actually very depleting to us as individuals,”
says David. It takes up energy, and “prevents our ability to solve anything.”

Give them a second chance
If one conversation doesn’t do the trick, try again. It may be that you weren’t direct or specific
enough the first time. “You want to be able to come back to the person and say, ‘We talked about this,
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here’s what you said you would do, and here’s what hasn’t happened,'” says Cohen. “There might be
a couple rounds of that.” If the behavior persists and it continues to negatively affect your work, it’s
time to take the issue to your boss. But give your colleague a heads-up, Cohen says, both out of
professional courtesy and as a further spur to change his behavior. “I believe in advance warning,” he
says.

Tread carefully with your manager
Approach the boss in the same way you did the slacking colleague: with empathy, an open mind, and
specific examples. If you handle the situation with grace, your manager will be impressed. If you
don’t, you “start to be the person who is toxic, and who doesn’t have the emotional agility to move
on,” says David. So make sure you come across as flexible and willing to help solve the problem.

Principles to Remember

Do:

• Keep an open mind — your colleague might have unseen reasons for slacking

• Address the issue with your colleague before talking to your boss

• Use specific examples to show how the behavior is affecting everyone’s work

Don’t:

• Get caught up in the issue — if it’s not affecting your productivity, it’s not your problem to fix

• Tell your boss without giving your colleague more than one chance to improve

• Use an accusatory tone — approach the conversation with curiosity

Case Study #1: Take a friendly approach
When copywriter Katherine Childs* joined a Midwestern advertising agency, she quickly realized
that Kevin* was pegged as the office slacker. The young art director took longer than others to
complete assignments, turned in work using outdated software, and let his skills fall behind those of
his colleagues.

Katherine, whose role included managing project workflow, saw how Kevin’s work habits hurt the
entire creative team. “He was slowing down my production line,” she says. “I needed to have a
certain amount of work out the door each day, but it took the team three times longer to process his
files.” Though the problem had persisted for months, no one had approached Kevin about improving
his workflow. “It was the elephant in the room,” Katherine says. “There was a lot of resentment, but
no one was demanding he get his skills up to snuff.”
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Katherine decided to talk to Kevin. She learned that he often took longer on projects not out of
laziness, but because of the way he conducted research. It was clear “he wanted to be great at his
job,” she says. He’d also clashed with a former boss at the agency, and cocooned himself as a result,
making it easier to ignore the frustrations building around him.

Sensing Kevin would rise to the challenge, Katherine arranged for him to be given more assignments.
She also quietly arranged for colleagues to train him in the skills he was missing. When broaching the
subject with Kevin, she emphasized how the added effort would help him build his portfolio — and
he eagerly agreed. “You often need to present such things in a way that benefits them,” she says.

In short order, Kevin was meeting deadlines and taking on more work. His colleagues noticed, and
his slacker reputation was forgotten. “Once someone makes an effort — and you can see they are
making an effort,” people change their perceptions, Katherine says.

Case study #2: Work around them if necessary
When Mark Berlin* was tapped to build a new direct-sales division at a major insurance company, he
had to overcome a number of challenges. Chief among them was the fact that his colleague Dennis*,
the head of the phone sales department, resisted doing the extra work that changing the status quo
required.

Mark approached Dennis about the problem, pitching it as an opportunity to make both of their
processes more efficient. “I suggested we each learn more about each other’s part of the sales
funnel,” he says, but the effort went nowhere. He tried again, telling Dennis that he was hurting
other teams down the line. “I tried to suggest very limited, very doable, low-hanging fruit kind of
things” that could be accomplished together and build trust, says Mark. But Dennis and his team
continued to be a drag on the entire division.

Ultimately, Mark had to “completely reengineer” his process to compensate for Dennis’s
inefficiencies. But his efforts didn’t go unnoticed: The VP of the group “knew how hard it was to work
with Dennis and appreciated what we were doing,” Mark says.

Mark’s takeaway from the experience? “Stop focusing on the slacker and start focusing on what
needs to be accomplished.” There’s no right way for dealing with a colleague who isn’t giving 100
percent — ”you can marginalize them, incorporate them, redirect them, or even remove them,” Mark
says. But at the end of the day, “you need to know what you’re trying to get done and focus on that,
not on the person.”

*Not their real names

Carolyn O’Hara is a writer and editor based in New York City. She’s worked at The Week, PBS NewsHour, and Foreign
Policy. Follow her on Twitter at @carolynohara1.
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