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INTRODUCTION 

I still haven’t figured out what to do when I grow up. 

I always had an interest in numbers.  My parents were both computer programmers 

and we always had machines around the house that fascinated me.  Calculators, 

clocks, computers.  I had thought of becoming a computer programmer myself and 

wrote an essay about in the fifth grade. 

Then, with the boost in confidence I got from the teacher about the writing 

performance on the essay, I thought about becoming a writer, perhaps a journalist.  

I later served as editor-in-chief of the junior high school newspaper.  Instead of 

directing other people to write, I wrote several articles myself.  I cared more about 

getting the job done than delegating. 

In high school, I excelled in math (algebra and geometry), English and Spanish.  

When I started looking into colleges, I focused on schools that offered strong 

communications programs.  I applied to schools out of state, thinking I had figured 

out what I wanted to do. 

Then life decided for me. 

An episode shortly after high school forced me to encounter an illness that was 

contributing to loss of sleep, depression, and lack of decisiveness.  Though not the 

subject of this book, the incident changed the course of my life. 

Going away to a four-year college was temporarily off the table.  As I lacked the 

skills or interest in jobs requiring apprenticeship, I stayed at home with my parents 

and enrolled in junior college.  I did not declare a major and got through a handful 

of classes before I felt well enough to apply for a four-year school. 

I majored in political science.  I regret this decision because the degree I later 

received has little practical value.  I also thought the classes would be especially 

interesting, but I felt bored instead.  So, I spent a lot of time at the school library’s 

political science section, where I picked out books whose subjects my classes never 

covered. 

After college, I worked for a non-profit organization that purported to lobby 

Congress to protect the environment.  I made phone calls to raise money for causes 
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such as the Clean Air Act and the Bottle Bill.  Though I did not raise a whole lot, I 

learned good telephone etiquette. 

I returned to school by pursuing a master’s degree in public administration.  It 

wasn’t just that the degree could lead to a job, but that it could lead to jobs with 

certain benefits.  

To pay for doctor visits and medication, I had relied upon my parents’ health 

insurance.  As I approached the deadline for the end of this coverage, I made calls 

to private health insurers to find out what kind of insurance I could obtain for 

myself. 

All the insurance companies asked the same question: did I have a pre-existing 

medical condition?  I said that I did, and I got one of two answers about receiving 

health insurance: forget about it or pay a much higher rate than other people. 

So, I kept applying away to government agencies, all of whom offered health 

insurance.  Thirty-nine applications in all.  I scored a strike when the City of Glendale 

called me to come in for an interview.  I performed well and eventually started work 

for the city as an Administrative Associate in the Public Works Department. 

For the next several years, I would give it my best while facing obstacles.  I felt like 

quitting several times when it seemed like no one cared about my objections over 

how work was conducted, especially when I called the work of higher-up into 

question.  No matter, for I now present these concerns to you, the reader. 

This book is more than my grievances over a frustrating career.  In every situation 

that I recall, I identify the lesson that I learned, and I also state how people involved 

in the situation could have handled the matter in an ethical manner.  Employees 

should take heed that they do not have to trade their ethics for a good salary and 

benefits. 

If you specialize I something that you excel at, you will be hard for even the worst 

of bullies to get rid of.  You will probably wind up doing their work for them.  But 

your ability to sleep at night will depend upon how you handle the toughest 

situations and here is where I am happy to offer my advice. 
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IT ALL STARTS ON THE PLAYGROUND 

Source: clipart-library.com 

 

It all starts on the playground.  This is where most kids interact with kids outside 

their own family for the first time.  Some boy is always getting things his way – the 

best place to play, the best soccer ball, the best teammates and so on. 

It is no wonder how or who.  It is the biggest boy.  They rarely use force.  They do 

not need to.  Their size works well to intimidate.  The other boys (and girls) fear 
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getting on his bad side.  So, they cave in and go along with what the biggest boy 

wants. 

These others find their own way.  Some cozy up to the big boy and get to be their 

“pal.”  They get to play in the best games as long as they stay friendly with the big 

boy, who in turn learns to dish out favors (maybe bubble gum) and get others to 

act on his behalf (i.e., when he does not follow the rules). 

Some of the others go somewhere else on the playground and start their own 

games.  But these games typically do not have the same competitiveness because 

the best players have already “signed up” with the big boy. 

Still others complain about the big boy to the few who will listen.  Fewer still will 

care. 

Until they realize that this pattern frequently repeats itself in life. 

By high school, they are not referred to as bullies any longer.  They are the “cool” 

people.  They get what they want.  Their message, while unspoken, is clear: either 

side with them or forget about being popular. 

Late in my junior year of high school, I decided I wanted to be the editor-in-chief of 

the annual staff.  I had worked on the staff for one year and believed I had skills to 

offer in my second (and last) year.  I worked hard, showed up on time, completed 

my assignments and had drawn praise for my writing skills. 

So, I applied for the job of editor-in-chief, expressing these qualifications.  During 

the process, I saw a foreshadowing that I chose to ignore.  One of my competitors 

stated out loud in front of several people that either she or two other competitors 

should be the editor.  In other words, anyone but me. 

We all knew who was running for the job.  And though many people interested 

and/or on the annual staff were present, not one of them said a word.  Not, “Hey, 

what about Dean?” or a quick rejoinder that she was not the one to decide that. 

I now understand the matter was already decided or my competitor would not have 

spoken up.  The writing appeared on the wall when no one spoke for me.  All I had 

to do was to read it. 
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A few weeks later, all the members of the annual staff attended a party at another 

of the competitors, another sign I missed.  The hostess was not going to be turned 

down for the big job!  After she was “crowned” the new editor and I was shut out 

for any editor position, the old editor-in-chief caught me before I darted out and 

told me, “Dean, you are not close enough friends” with the others to win. 

At least he was honest. 

But the lesson I learned is that jobs are often about perception of sociability.  The 

higher the score on that count, the better chance a person has to get the job.  Or 

to join the cool people.  That is the way to power. 
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HOW DOES ANYONE GET TO BE IN POWER? 

 

 

Source: Map the Power – Little Sis 

 

Those in power belong to a club.  Clubs are, by nature, exclusive.  To join the power 

club, the powers that be, you would have to prove that you are one of them. 

Was I ever considered for the club after my high school debacle? 

Yes. 

Fast forward a number of years to my main job.  One of my co-workers, clearly 

within the power club as he frequently made decisions around the office, asked me 

to confirm a decision he had made.  With him was the titular boss, who also 

appealed to me to go along with it. 

I can’t recall the details.  It had something to do with whether a resident would get 

a variance on a project.  I remembered that I had taken notes on the matter at a 
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meeting with the co-worker.  I asked him for a minute to go check my notes, which 

I slowly realized contradicted what he was saying. 

He dismissed my idea by stressing that he needed an answer “now!”  I felt like a 

fool.  Of course, he did not need my confirmation or my approval to carry out his 

plan against the variance. 

He wanted to see if I would follow the leader.  He wanted to know if I would accept 

his lie as the City policy.  He wanted to know if I would cover for him. 

He moved on and did what he wanted to do.  I checked my notes and discovered 

my suspicions were well-founded.  That “invitation” to the power club was 

revoked! 
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WHY THE BULLIES ALWAYS WIN: THE STRATEGO THEORY 

 

 

Source: Polygon 

 

It was finally my turn to speak.  I looked at the director of my department and asked 

him: “Would it be possible to hire a full-time welder?” 

The director quickly sniffed, “Gee, Dean, anything is possible” before looking to the 

person next to me and motioning for her to speak. 

Just like that.  This was the big “union/management” meeting, ostensibly held 

every two months per a union request so that we could discuss issues with our 

leaders.  Never mind the papers I had in front of me which evidenced strong cost-

efficiency with this proposed hiring.  That was that. 

I felt like telling him off.  I should have said, “Yes, you are right.  Anything is possible.  

Maybe someday you will be a polite, rational human being.” 

Instead, I forced a smile to make it look as though his comment did not bother me.  

I detected no silent look of sympathy from others as my co-worker began her own 

pitch to the director. 
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Why didn’t I speak up? 

Like the others at the table, I calculated the consequences of confronting him. 

My superiors back at my office would have focused on the act of talking back to a 

superior rather than the substance of the backtalk.  After all, they had gotten their 

positions by supporting the people above them.  And they sure didn’t want me to 

get the habit of speaking up to power! 

They probably would have, in a condescending tone, told me “That’s just the way 

the director is.”  They would also have dropped the hint that my chances of getting 

promoted, already slim, would have been crushed to zero. 

Other consequences would likely have included my union forbidding me to attend 

such meetings or holding any position of power.  They were concerned that the 

union/management meetings go smoothly.  Otherwise, management could have 

pulled the plug on them. 

Then I would have been blamed for disrupting the peace offering from 

management. 

Maybe I am projecting a little.  But these are the fears that lurk inside the minds of 

those who know the truth and yet who can’t bring themselves to say it to anyone 

in power.  We know the game: those with the highest rank win any dispute, 

regardless of the merits of the debating points. 

I call it the “Stratego© Theory” after a game I played as a child.  Contestants move 

playing pieces toward the other contestant’s pieces, sort of like checkers or chess.  

When players on opposite teams are on adjacent spaces, a duel is called, and the 

contestants reveal the number on the back side of their playing piece.  The higher 

number wins (I forget what happens in the case of a tie.  I should play that game 

again!) 

We know this game at our office and our jobs because we know our place as sure 

as we know the numbers on the backs of the playing pieces.  I once worked with a 

number of employees who drove to collect recyclable items.  I knew them and I 

knew when they arrived and when they left.  My boss, officially their supervisor, 

was rarely to be found. 
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So, one day I signed their cards to confirm the time they worked on that day.  An 

hour or so later, I was informed that I lacked the authority to sign the card merely 

because I was not in management. 

Those in management don’t want to waste their precious time listening to the 

merits of anyone’s arguments.  So, they keep it simple.  We may not like our 

leaders, but they make sure they keep us afraid of them, or afraid of their tempers 

flaring at us or afraid of bad evaluation reviews or afraid of censure at the office or 

anything else we feel vulnerable about.  We are kept weak and ineffective in 

changing things. 

And that, in a nutshell, is why we get weak, ineffective leadership. 

We could change this.  Specifically, anyone who works for the government can 

change this.  But we must always remember the saying, No pain, no gain.” 
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UNION BOSSES BULLY, TOO 

 

 

Source: CUSDWatch.com 

 

What are unions for?  Ideally, they protect the rights of non-management 

employees.  I belonged to a union that forgot this basic principle on too many 

occasions to be effective. 

 

The main problem with my union is that it created another source of power in our 

work area.  The typical employee already has to answer to supervision, which is 

backed by the management.  My union representatives were also at my worksite. 

 

That might have been all right, but I came to dislike my union representative, whose 

sour disposition and inability to admit wrongdoing made her difficult to work with.  

But no one else wanted to be the union representative, and I eventually came to 

realize why that was the case. 
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Eventually, I decided to run for union representative but placed second.  That made 

be the alternate to my representative, who won re-election yet again.  She offered 

me a ride to the union meetings, which I thought was nice. 

 

One day at work, she approached me and told me about a special meeting that was 

about to take place.  She said “they are doing it again” before walking away.  I had 

no idea what she was talking about but determined to find out at the meeting.  

Interestingly, I had a work errand to do right before the meeting, so I did not ride 

with her. 

 

I showed up and saw immediately that two factions had aligned themselves on 

opposite sides of the meeting room.  One faction, clearly not aligned with my co-

worker, quickly seized control of the meeting, and proceeded to call for a vote, 

much to the jeering of the other faction. 

 

What was the vote about?  I learned that some of the members of our union 

wanted to revolt and join another union.  I would later find out that this group had 

met privately amongst themselves and plotted a way to get away from the union 

leadership. 

 

As representatives argued about the matter back and forth, I heard my co-worker 

and her allies decline to vote!  Instead, they marched out of the room and 

abandoned the meeting.  This move gave me the right to vote, which I had to 

consider quickly as my name came up fairly soon on the roll call. 

 

I did not understand the reasoning behind going to another union.  But as the 

boycotters left the meeting, they stated their reasoning clearly: they believed the 

vote to go to another union was being done illegally.  I also heard the president of 

the union say that he would not uphold an affirmative vote.  They may also have 

been trying to prevent a quorum by leaving. 

 

With that, my mind was made up.  I knew from my legal studies that the burden of 

proof about the legality of an action is on the side that proclaims the activity illegal.  

Those who wanted to switch to another union had the right to pursue the votes for 
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their motion.  The union president had no business stopping it without a reliable 

showing of legal authority. 

 

So, I voted for the motion. 

 

My return to the office later met with a buzz of sudden interest in the union.  My 

co-worker, having walked out of the meeting, had gotten back first, and had already 

proceeded to complain to our co-workers as to what had happened.  I had become 

one of “those people.” 

 

For the next few weeks, I had to decided how much time I could give to the “civil 

war” brewing within the union.  I noticed co-workers, especially the representative, 

listening to my phone calls and watching my activity. (She would later complain to 

management that I had misused work time, but nothing came of that).  Some union 

members came up to me and grilled me about my vote.  When I attempted to set 

up a meeting to tell union members why I voted the way I did, they sabotaged the 

meeting. 

 

The bickering went on and productivity suffered.  Work relationships suffered.  I 

thought of a way to end the conflict. 

 

How to get both sides to stop fighting?  I thought of a compromise that, while it 

would not please anyone, could be accepted by enough members of both factions.  

One side said the whole attempt to go to another union was illegal but could not 

tell me why.  The other side won the vote but could not convince the executive 

board to carry it out. 

 

My solution was to offer the motion to the union membership as a whole.  As there 

was dispute over whether the motion was legal, and yet no legal authority had been 

cited or called to resolve it, the question could and should be put to the members 

themselves.  They were the ones affected most by the decision of whether to go to 

another union or not. 
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Those who opposed the motion had their chance to once and for all state their 

reasoning for saying the motion was illegal.  But the whole point was to end the 

stalemate once and for all, a stalemate no one benefited from. 

 

So, I posted my compromise as an email to all union members.  And what 

happened? 

 

Nothing. 

 

Or almost nothing.  One of my co-workers said she liked it.  Our representative 

mumbled something I could not understand.  But no vote was ever taken on my 

compromise idea. 

 

Communication between the two factions was poor.  Several times I sent messages 

to the union president advising him that he needed a legal reason to stop a motion 

that carried.  He never replied during the controversy. 

 

Finally, at a scheduled meeting, one of the members quickly used a parliamentary 

procedure and dismissed all non-representatives from the room.  The other faction 

took control of the meeting and called for a panel to determine which 

representatives and alternates should be removed for the union for disloyalty. 

 

I was not among those named on the “disloyal” list.  Soon after, disgusted by this 

senseless fight, I left the union altogether.  I finally cornered the president in person 

as he visited my office and asked him about the messages I sent.  He responded 

that he preferred to meet with people in person!  I asked him what legal authority 

he asserted to stop the motion that passed and he told me it was in the latest 

version of Robert’s Rules of Authority. 

 

I told him I would look for that book and get back to him.  I found a version online 

and searched for anything that would cover the situation we had faced.  There 

wasn’t. 
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I understand what the president and his allies were saying.  They believed in a union 

which supported their interests of holding power as leverage against management 

and over the other union members. 

 

But at some point, some members believed they were not heard.  For example, a 

group of them in a specific department thought a different union would respond to 

their interests.  Others were dissatisfied with the president and had no reason to 

believe the president or his allies would ever care about them. 

 

Were these representatives disloyal to the union or simply loyal to the union 

members they represented when they pushed for a change in union? 

 

Several of the “disloyal” members got their answer when the president’s panel 

expelled them from the union.  The union sent the distinct message that the ends 

(the union’s survival) justified the means (of ignoring its own rules). 

 

Lesson learned:  Those who hold the power make decisions.  They don’t need 

justification.  They also postpone the big vote until they have the numbers. 

 

What should have happened:  Those dissatisfied with the president should have 

impeached him.  It would have been much easier to pull that off than to overthrow 

the whole union. 
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BULLIES MAKE YOU WORK FOR THOSE WHO DON’T WANT TO WORK 

 

 

Source: GPS Trackit 

 

I learned a new phrase with my job: time theft.  I watched three supervisors 

blatantly pursue other interests during work time and fail to take leave time for it. 

The first one had a girlfriend in town.  He would tell the office he was out in the 

field and that he had his radio, then he would disappear for hours.  The office would 

attempt to reach him on the radio, only to receive silence in return. 

When that happened, I stood in and made decisions in his place.  He would come 

back later and tell me I had done everything wrong.  He would tell me to defer to 

other supervisors, to which I would reply that other supervisors had their own work 

to tend to. 

I gave him the benefit of the doubt about his whereabouts until a woman called 

one day and asked for him.  I told her he was out and innocently inquired about her 

phone number so that I could tell him to return the call.  She said, “El lo tiene” 

(Spanish for “He has it”) in a tone that all but called me an idiot for not figuring out 

who she was! 
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Eventually the powers that be assigned me to a different supervisor.  This one loved 

to run in the nearby hills.  Many times, he would return from his run in his jogging 

clothes.  He took a couple hours almost every day.  At this point it was obvious he 

knew he could get away with it.  The reasons were simple: he had a lot of seniority 

and was a very gruff individual to deal with.  And, oh yeah, his supervisor was guilty 

of time theft, too. 

His supervisor was my supervisor for a while.  I suspected he was up to something 

when he told me that he was only accountable to his boss (code "#3").  I asked him 

if he meant that he did not care what his own office thought and he said yes. 

For a long time, I did not know what he was doing during work time.  But when I 

overheard a conversation that revealed that he was going to hire a contract 

employee to do work that I could do, I went to the administration of our 

department and informed a trusted person there (his boss) about this contract and 

about his absence from the office. 

When my supervisor found out about my meeting, he lit into me.  Among other 

things, he told me not to “go there” and that I knew what me meant by that. 

I had a good idea as to what he meant.  I had been keeping track on my office 

computer of the number of hours he had been away from the office with no 

business reason.  I believe he found the list by tapping into my computer, which he 

had power to do. 

I did not show this list to his boss.  Maybe I should have.  Maybe I thought I would 

get a chance to do so.  But I never got that chance because my boss made me attend 

two meetings with him, one with a representative from Human Resources and the 

other with the other supervisor. 

These meetings bore no resemblance to simple procedures such as affording the 

person (me) the right to state my case or to rebut what the powers that be said.  I 

listened to a barrage of accusations, including insubordination, which had he really 

meant, he would have used to formally discipline me. 

But he would not discipline me.  That would allow me the chance to state my 

accusations of him on the record.  Most likely, he was trying to scare me into 

backing down what I was saying by browbeating me and by recommending therapy 

(though not for what, specifically). 
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When I did not back down, he started to insinuate that I had a memory problem.  

Anything to disqualify me as a witness to his misconduct if it ever came to that. 

And it did come to that a number of years later.  Apparently, others had noticed his 

absences and reported them to someone higher up, who hired a private 

investigator to follow him.  I was not allowed to see the investigator’s report but 

can surmise it must have been pretty serious as the supervisor quietly resigned. 

I learned later that he got another job in another city some distance from ours.  He 

got away with it. 

Lesson learned: The whole point of getting to be a part of the powers that be is to 

gain the right not to work.  The supervisor committed the cardinal sin of getting 

caught. 

What should have happened: The City should have fired him in order to set an 

example for others who consider ditching work for some other activity.  But of 

course, they would not do that because the powers that be (1) protect their own 

to the extent that they can and (2) don’t want their own dirty laundry brought up 

in appeals. 

Some years later, I faced a dilemma brought on by lazy supervisors that reinforced 

the point that some people work for the right of others not to work. 

 

Working in customer service late one afternoon, I received a call from an apartment 

manager who told me that one of our field workers had placed a trash bin in the 

wrong place.  Not just a wrong place – they had placed the bin in front of one of 

her tenants’ garages. 

 

She demanded that we come out that afternoon to place the bin in its proper 

location.  She had a reasonable request: her tenant would be unable to get their 

car in an out of the garage!  It may not have been an emergency, but it was a big 

inconvenience. 

 

I called out to the field worker several times on the radio: no response.  He had 

probably already come back to the office and gone home. 
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So, I turned to his supervisor and asked for help.  He told me to tell the apartment 

manager that we would get it the following day.  I passed along this message and 

got a good dose of “push back” from the apartment manager. 

 

I turned to tell the supervisor that the manager was not taking “No” for answer to 

her request for service on that day.  He wasn’t paying me any attention.  So, I got 

back on the phone and told the manager that I was coming out to the apartment 

myself. 

 

I emailed my direct supervisor and her supervisor of my plan.  I told the other two 

customer service representatives that I was going to the apartment and would be 

gone for the day.  Then I headed out the door for my car and made the drive to the 

apartment. 

 

She was waiting for me.  She let me in to the back area where I saw a small, empty 

bin in front of the garage.  I moved it easily into place.  She expressed her gratitude, 

asked for the name of my supervisor, and said she would call her to say thanks for 

my work. 

 

I went back to work and completed the paperwork on the matter and went to the 

office of the field supervisor.  Before I could do that, I saw him in the hallway and I 

handed him the paper. 

 

He exploded in anger.  Before I knew what hit me, my own supervisor told me to 

join her and the field supervisor in the boss’ office. 

 

With the boss quietly watching, both of the supervisors told me heatedly all the 

things I had supposedly done wrong.  They complained that there were safety 

issues, that I did not have the proper training to move a bin, that I left the workplace 

without permission and that I did not properly tell the apartment manager who I 

was via my City ID. 

 

My instincts told me to keep quiet, that whatever I said could and would be used 

against me.  After several minutes of their ranting, one of them told me there would 

be a meeting later in the day with his boss. 
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I got through the workday and came home.  As usual, my wife had a good idea.  She 

and I wrote an email narrating my point of view as to what happened. 

 

It was simple: no one else was available to manage a reasonable request from the 

customer.  The bin was empty and presented no safety risk.  I kept my co-workers 

informed and ascertained that they could cover the phones in my absence.  I let my 

supervisors know what I was going to do and had no reason to believe I needed 

permission.  It went without saying that I was the only person in the world who 

knew about this problem: who else would drive by at that moment to volunteer to 

move this bin? 

 

I included a bombshell statement.  The same field supervisor who had just criticized 

my decision to manage a bin on my own had just a few months prior told me that 

the same act on my part was OK! 

 

When two weeks passed without any meeting or any other comment by anyone, I 

decided to arrange for a meeting with the Director of Human Resources.  I asked 

for him to intervene to ask about the disciplinary process.  (It did not hurt my case 

that we had gone to school together.) 

 

He did just that and asked my boss’ boss to stop any investigation!  Unfortunately, 

I did not get word of this for a week.  But that was OK: I was not going to be 

punished! 

 

I still had another question: what was I supposed to do in the future if the same 

situation occurred? 

 

I phrased this question to the boss, who pointedly did not answer the question.  

Instead, he said that I had “blindsided” he and the supervisors and that I should 

have made a better effort to seek assistance with the issue of how to help the 

apartment manager. 

 

As I let those words set in, I coincidentally(?) got a request from my supervisor to 

join her in her office “for a minute.”  Even before she closed the doors to her office, 

I knew what was up. 
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She stuttered as she mentioned a “discussion” from a few weeks back.  I said a 

discussion is when both sides speak. 

 

She kind of nodded and changed the subject.  She gave me a piece of paper that 

she wanted me to sign.  She said it wasn’t “discipline” but it would go in my file for 

a “few months” and then be pulled. 

 

I looked at the paper long enough to see that it detailed her narrative of events: 

the lack of permission, the failure to identify myself properly, the lack of training I 

had, etc. 

 

“Just sign it so we are all on the same page.” 

 

I told her I did not feel comfortable with signing the paper. 

 

She tried another way.  “Well, there is an email where you said what you did was 

wrong…” 

 

“Show me the email.” 

 

“Well, uh, I heard that you had said that…” 

 

At this point I was on my feet placing the paper upside-down on her desk.  I think I 

suggested that she recycle it as I left her office. 

 

Then I returned to my cubicle and typed out an email to my boss with my supervisor 

courtesy copied.  After I related my supervisor’s false assertion that I had 

confessed, I went back to his comment that I should have done a better job asking 

for assistance. 

 

I told him that I appreciated that he had politely told me that I should have done 

better.  Then I said that if he dropped the whole matter, I would state that I should 

have done a better job. 
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I simply agreed to do something too vague to be enforced.  Victory! 

 

The only downside is that it took three weeks to manage a simple matter. 

 

Lesson Learned: Even if you are smart enough not to sign something, they still may 

try to trick you into a false confession. 

 

What Should Have Happened:  The supervisors should have confessed that they 

could have easily helped me if they had just done their jobs.  An angry customer is 

on the phone.  They both blew it off.  I was told by a co-worker that both of them 

waited for me to leave, then decided to become indignant.  The field supervisor 

could have admitted that he gave me tacit approval to do as I did.  But of course, 

management means never having to say you are sorry.  The supervisors could have 

thanked me for serving the customer and then politely told me that I was excused 

from going into the field. 
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MONEY BELONGS TO THE BULLIES, NOT THE TAXPAYERS 

 

 

Source: Pxfuel 

 

Another boss told me to assess sewage fees for businesses.  He gave me two 

methods of calculation and said that I should select the higher amount to charge 

the business. 

These calculations produced minor differences for a while, but I finally came upon 

one business in which one number was significantly higher than the other.  I faced 

a dilemma: choose the higher one, as the boss directed, and severely overcharge 

them (compared to similar businesses) or choose the lower one and severely 

undercharge them. 
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I looked for my supervisor for advice but he was nowhere to be found.  I discovered 

later that he got disciplined for playing video games for countless hours on work 

time! 

So, I went back to the calculations and I chose the lower one, reasoning that the 

business had not made the rules and thus should receive the benefit of the doubt. 

Amazingly, my boss appeared!  Just long enough to tell me that his boss did not like 

my reasoning.  I was removed from this assignment and was given a low score on 

my evaluation (which just happened to be due that week) on the subject of decision 

making. 

Lesson learned: When in doubt, bring in money for the government, regardless of 

whether it sounds reasonable or not. 

What should have happened: My boss could have taken responsibility for his 

absence.  Or his boss could have held a three-person meeting with him and me to 

go over the procedures.  The fact that I was suddenly removed from a task that I 

had apparently been doing well suggests that someone was trying to cover up 

something.  Maybe the procedures were such a good money maker that the powers 

that be wanted to keep me from making them public. 

I talked to residents who wanted to prune, remove, or plant trees protected by the 

city.  My job was to field the necessary applications for the proposed tree work and 

answer questions as to the status of those applications. 

She also told me that I could manage some applications myself.  Which I did, for 

one resident who wanted to remove some protected trees from his property. 

The resident, per our procedures, brought in a report from a licensed arborist that 

not only recommended the removal of the trees in question, but referred to them 

as “sick.”  I read the report and made the decision to grant the request. 

I did not ask him to pay any fee, something that would get my boss’ attention later.  

I reasoned that the sick trees had no value and no tree removal fee should be 

incurred.  I also believed that I was following my boss’ pattern of not charging 

application fees to some residents. 

Shortly after 7:00 AM the following day, I received a call from a man who claimed 

to be a neighbor of this applicant.  He said the applicant was already removing the 
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trees (which was legal per the City sound ordinance) and that he could not believe 

I had signed his application.  I referred him to my supervisor. 

My supervisor came up to me and questioned my judgment.  When I recounted my 

reasoning, she replied that she had never told me I could manage applications and 

that she did not withhold application fees. 

She never let me show her the applications where she did, in fact, withhold that 

fee, so I later showed them to the person who investigated this incident later.  He 

happened to be the same person who gave me a low evaluation score for my 

handling of the sewage fee mentioned earlier.  Needless to say, those applications 

never met the light of day. 

During the investigation, #3, now in charge of the department, made some 

decisions.  Through my supervisor, he removed me from handling applications for 

protected tree removal/pruning.  Then he wrote a letter that I still cannot believe 

he was stupid enough to deliver. 

He stated that I had no authority to manage the application, an assertion that was 

contradicted by the ordinance.  He had failed to read the ordinance and, 

inexplicably, the member of the legal team who advised him also failed to read it. 

He went on to make a number of other false statements in the letter and concluded 

that the applicant owed the city over $10,000.00! 

I confronted him about this letter and asked him to read the ordinance.  I did it in 

writing so as to leave a record of my concerns.  I felt sure that the applicant would 

sue the city. 

I told #3 that if he got back to me I would drop the matter.  I felt temptation to refer 

the matter to the County District Attorney’s Office, where one of my law school 

friends worked.  But I chose to keep it in house, if anything, to better the chances 

of receiving a reply. 

He replied, all right.  To a member of the City Council, with whom he must have 

known was a friend of mine.  Via my wife, who heard from the councilmember, I 

learned that he asked the councilmember if I was honest.  But he never responded 

to any of the points I made about his letter. 
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So, I never dropped the matter.  Instead, when he came under fire for failing to 

supervise my supervisor guilty of time theft (mentioned earlier), I volunteered to 

speak to the City Auditor and Human Resources Director.  Shortly thereafter, #3 

was shipped out of my department and left to head another department. 

Lessons learned: When you battle it out with one of the powers that be, the only 

way to know you have won is if you keep your job.  Don’t look for anyone to thank 

you.  What I instead received from a mutual contact was a threat allegedly 

conveyed from #3. 

What should have happened: The supervisor and I should have been questioned 

about the fees by an independent finder of fact.  The director, if he thought himself 

to be innocent of any wrongdoing per the letter, should have said so and should 

have asked my supervisor to discipline me for falsely accusing him of criminal 

matters (like fraud).  If he knew his guilt, he should have done something to clear 

my name.  I was sent to a different office in the aftermath of this mess. 

But the supervisor stayed on.  She made a blunder that would eventually lead to 

her dismissal.  And she made a comment I still cannot believe she was stupid 

enough to say out loud. 

Now that I was completely removed from managing any protected tree 

applications, my supervisor handled them exclusively.  She began to assess fees 

larger and larger to over $100,000.00 bewildered applicants.  And when they 

attempted to question her about them, she was nowhere to be found. 

That left me to take their calls and deal with them in person.  They started to ask, 

“What is the basis for these fees?”  All I could tell them was that the ordinance gave 

the person with her position the authority to calculate the fees but I could not say 

much else. 

I finally tracked her down and asked her the same question the applicants were 

asking me.  She told me, “Dean, you don’t need to know that.” 

Never mind I was her spokesperson.  I guess she wanted me to make something up 

on her behalf.  In any case, the applicants, seeing that the government would not 

provide any answers, turned their attention to the media.  Soon, talk radio stations 

were broadcasting shows about our city and the amount of money it took to trim a 

tree! 
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The city, embarrassed by the disclosure, finally did something.  The powers that be 

took my supervisor’s responsibilities away and eventually let her go.  For his part, 

#3 ordered a revision of the ordinance, which held employees accountable to 

charge more reasonable fees. 

Lesson learned: With my supervisor gone, justice prevailed, but justice delayed is 

still justice denied. 

What should have happened: The City Manager’s office apparently just watched 

what happened when they could have disciplined #3 for allowing it to happen.  #3 

heard from my supervisor her side to the story, but never heard mine.  Had he 

known how she ran this aspect of his department, perhaps he would have relieved 

her of her job sooner. 

In another instance, I discovered that one of the contracts for temporary 

employment did not provide at least the minimum wage for the employees.  I 

talked to people who had worked for the company previously about the wages and 

they told me to read the Thirteenth Amendment to the Constitution.  It was a 

reference to slavery, a bit of an exaggeration, but I got the point.  There was reason 

to believe something was wrong with the contract. 

So, I contacted the Purchasing Director, who was proposing renewal of the 

contract, and I stated my concerns.  The words of his reply escape me, but I do 

recall his use of the courtesy copy (aka “CC”) line to include the director and #3 in 

the “conversation.”  He made it clear he did not accept my concerns and his 

inclusion of other people suggested to me that I was being watched. 

After another, similar incident with the Purchasing Director, my supervisor advised 

that I stop working on budget matters. 

Lesson learned: It is not merely that laws do not matter, it is that laws are not 

seriously considered a reasonable topic of conversation with those outside the 

powers that be. 

What should have happened: The Purchasing Director should have contacted our 

Legal Department, who could have provided assurances that the contract met legal 

requirements.  I may have sounded like a pest to this director, but it is poor policy 

to fail to listen to everyone affected by a decision.  That one ignored idea could be 

the one that keeps the city out of trouble. 
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SPEAKING FOR MYSELF - I AM GLAD MY MENTOR TAUGHT ME HOW TO FISH 

 

 

Source: Outdoor Life 

 

I was one of about a hundred new students in a graduate student program for 

public policy and administration.  In one of my first classes, the professor offered 

extra credit for anyone who brought in newspaper clippings of current events in 

public administration. 

I went home and plowed through the Los Angeles Times right away. Voila!  I found 

three good stories from that week. 

I went to class with my clippings.  I chomped at the bit to volunteer my news stories.  

The teacher asked for a show of hands as to who brought something. 

My lonely hand. 
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And that is how I got to be a protégé.  The professor was always there to answer 

questions. 

When does an interview start?  As soon as you arrive. 

Should I identify references on my resume?  Yes 

How soon should I wait to find out the status of an application?  A while. 

My professor also knew people who made hiring decisions.  He pointed out two of 

them to me and both contacts resulted in jobs for me. 

But my professor also knew how to tell me diplomatically when to move on from a 

job.  In the first job, he told me that the boss told him that I was a “doubles” hitter.  

I figured it out that I was doing OK, but not “knocking it out the park,” that it was 

not a place I would stay.  I left and found a better job. 

I used his advice to finally land the full-time job that I write of now.  I persevered, 

finally got the interview for a job I really wanted and then presented my confidence 

in that interview.  I was in! 

The professor did not give me fish; instead, he taught me how to fish, a lesson I 

have strived to pass on to others. 
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DON’T BE DISAPPOINTED IF YOU DON’T GET PROMOTED 

 

 

Source: Keep Calm 
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I made a risky decision three years into my employment.  I decided to apply for the 

job of assistant director for the whole department. 

I knew the job was probably written for the #3 person in the department.  I knew 

that more than likely my candidacy would not be taken seriously.  I knew I risked 

displeasure of the director and his chose candidate by pursuing the job. 

But I decided to go for it.  The #3 person had already struck me as a bully.  Upon 

my introduction to him, he complained about having a child, saying that the birth 

control had failed.  I had also made requests, such as permission to use a big room 

near my office for a Toastmaster meeting, which he had curtly declined. 

(Interestingly, the city would give permission for Toastmasters to use another 

building sometime later). 

To my surprise, the City Personnel Department sent me word that I had qualified 

for the job and was ranked second on a list of prospective candidates.  According 

to civil service procedures, I was supposed to receive an interview.  But I got 

something else, instead. 

Shortly after the notice, customer service informed that I had a phone call.  I heard 

the voice of the director telling me that I would not be interviewed.  When I asked 

why not, he told me that “You can’t do that!”  He told me that someone like me 

could not rise up in the system so fast.  I told him that I had gone to the same 

graduate school that he had gone to and had one more degree than his chosen 

man.  He indicated that he did not care. 

Lesson learned: rules and facts do not matter when the powers that be have made 

their decision. 

What should have happened:  The director should, to avoid a conflict of interest, 

have asked a group of “raters” from another city to conduct interviews of #3 and 

me, the only two candidates.  This independent group could have given him their 

recommendations as to their ranking of the candidates. 

Of course, the director could have selected his man, anyway.  But if the raters 

selected me as their first choice, how would he have been able to convince future 

raters to come to our city if they knew he could reject their recommendation? 
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And would I have taken the job, knowing that the director did not want me to get 

it?  I would have feared that he would look for me to make mistakes.  It would have 

been an uncomfortable atmosphere. 

This incident is one reason why our leaders’ sense of ethics matters so deeply.  We 

needed a director who, no matter his own private preferences, would have let the 

process go as it was intended to go.  With both of us getting interviews, maybe #3 

would have gotten the job, anyhow, although I had some factors going for me: a 

better education, as noted, superior public speaking skills for a job that needed 

them and the strong confidence that only comes when one does not owe anyone 

anything. 

But there is one more point here: I should have reported the director’s actions to 

Personnel (aka Human Resources).  I reasoned at the time that I did not want to 

risk losing my job or the family health insurance that went with it.  And that was 

sound reasoning. 

But the only way to stop people like this director from acting unethically is to report 

it.  The price of reporting is often high, but the price of inaction is even higher.  How 

many people were subject to this kind of treatment because this director (and 

others) knew they could get away with it. 

It turns out that I was one of those people.  Once we had a new boss for our office 

whom I had a good relationship with, he asked me to do work on the budget and 

other assignments new to me.  He subsequently signed the paperwork 

recommending me to his bosses for a promotion. 

These bosses were #3 and his mentor, the director who had mistreated me some 

years earlier.  I placed the papers for promotion along with papers of two of my co-

workers in an envelope to be sent to #3. 

Two things quickly happened: (1) my two co-workers got their promotions and (2) 

#3 sent an electronic message to everyone in the department advising that all 

employees seeking the promotion that I happened to seek would have to work in 

his office.  Though he did not name me, I read the writing on the wall: not only do 

facts and rules not matter when the powers that be have made up their minds, the 

powers that be can also change the rules whenever they wanted. 
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There was another occasion in which I learned I would not get a promotion ahead 

of the process. 

I had worked under a supervisor for several years.  He sat in the far corner of the 

office, out of touch with everyone except when they needed the copy room.  I never 

really knew what he did because he would not tell me much, even when I asked 

him. 

I gave speeches to the public frequently, because I enjoyed giving them and also 

because the supervisor rarely gave speeches.  At one point his supervisor told him 

not to talk to anyone at the front counter because he was so testy! 

I brought ideas to his attention, to which he would give about a second of his time 

before dismissing them.  He always appeared to be thinking about some other place 

he wanted to be. 

So, I felt relief when he said he was about to retire.  I thought that perhaps I would 

get his job.  What else had I been doing there as his associate for almost a decade? 

But he had another message for me that caught me by surprise:  He told me that I 

would not get his job. 

Maybe I should have expected that, given that he kept his work secret.  But he 

spoke of a decision that was not his to make. 

Not officially, at least. 

It occurred to me that he held a power of legacy.  He had the power to determine 

his own successor, who turned out to be my next supervisor.  While searching 

through our share directory on the computer, I would run across a memo from the 

old supervisor to the new supervisor detailing all of my alleged faults.  So much for 

a clean slate. 

The new supervisor kept with tradition and told me little about what she actually 

did.  Despite my background in law, she did not allow me to work on contracts or 

city ordinances.  As I was often relegated to menial tasks, she referred to me as 

“mail man” to a resident.  (Her predecessor had often called me a “utility man,” a 

sports slang for someone who comes into the game as a late substitute).  She gave 

me evaluations full of half-truths and misrepresentations that I alternatively tried 

to reason, rebut, and finally express frustration. 
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Lesson learned: If no one is teaching you about their job, they don’t want you to 

have it.  The power to be includes the power to hide. 

What should have happened: My supervisor should have kept his thoughts about 

his successor to himself and let the process choose who would hold the position.  

He put the City and himself in legal jeopardy by telling a prospective candidate for 

a position they would not get the job AND then participating in the process which 

led to the hiring of another person. 

He compounded the problem further when I applied for jobs in a nearby city.  A 

friend who worked in the department in which I sought employment told me that 

I was about to get called for a major interview.  Days went by but the call never 

came. 

How do I know my supervisor caused me to lose this opportunity? 

I don’t know absolutely but… 

From past job-seeking experience, I knew this was right around the time the new 

employer conducts a background check.  On my application, I identified my 

supervisor and indicated that the city could contact him.  My supervisor was well 

known to the other city and I have no doubts they called him.  The lack of any 

progress for my application makes it clear what he told them about me. 

Maybe I should not have listed my supervisor and given permission to contact.  But 

that would have left a glaring hole on the application and it could have caused the 

new city to fathom reasons for my failure to include his name worse than what my 

supervisor said. 

Lesson learned: Power goes beyond its borders. 

What should have happened: The supervisor should have simply confirmed by 

employment start date and let it go at that.  I would have been out of his way and 

he could have focused on winding up his career. 

The city invested an awful lot of power in a person few people wanted to be around 

and whom no one appeared to manage.  It makes me wonder what leverage he 

had over others in the city and it scares me that there are probably many others 

like him in local government. 
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THE THIRD OPTION – HOW TO DEAL WITH BOREDOM 

 

 

Source: Pinterest 

 

The powers that be keep power amongst themselves and shut out anyone who 

threatens their hegemony.  Sometimes they feel the need to rid themselves of 

pesky employees. 

They have three options: 

(1) Fire them 

(2) Lay them off 

(3) Bore them 

The first two are the official ways of relieving an employee of their job.  To fire 

someone, the City has to establish wrongful conduct, usually conduct against 

employee procedures and/or the law and has to provide due process to that 

employee, including the right to respond to the charges. 
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It is a long process and it rarely happens. 

The city can lay employees off.  My state is an “at will” state, which means the 

employer can terminate an employee for any reason or any time unless there is an 

agreement or law that forbids that.  But a public employer, like mine, typically has 

a process by which layoffs must be conducted.  Those with the least experience at 

a given position must be let go first. 

This, too, is a rather lengthy process. 

So, what about the third option? 

It was used on me.  As soon as it became clear that I was not a part of the 

department’s future, my supervisors gave me fewer and fewer work assignments.  

When I pointed this problem out or asked for more work, they would tell me to 

wait as something big was coming up that would provide new assignments.  They 

likewise asked me to wait on my own ideas for work. 

When I got tired of waiting, I created my own work.  I had always wanted to write 

a book about political matters, so I brought in a diskette from home and used it to 

record drafts.  There were two politicians whom I had always wanted to meet, so I 

used the relatively new Internet to find their work phone numbers to call them. 

Soon I began to feel better.  Boredom is a terrible feeling for anyone and I feel no 

regret in doing what I needed to do to fight it at work.  The book eventually came 

together nicely and I self-published it.  To one of my friends, I held up a copy of the 

book and said, “Look what I made at work!”  It was good to laugh! 

Along those lines, I began to look outside the workplace for opportunities to expand 

my skills.  I enrolled in law school and wound up getting a degree.  Though I did not 

receive a license to practice, I have been able to use my knowledge of law to assist 

my employer. 

I also continued to attend Toastmasters, not just to learn to speak in public better 

but also to gain opportunities to lead.  I served in several positions in my local club, 

including the presidency for four terms.  I feel good about rounding out my skills, 

although I wish I had more opportunities on the job as well.  My supervisors knew 

of these activities, but they seemed to care little. 

Lesson learned: The powers that be define what matters and what doesn’t. 
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What should have happened: Obviously, my supervisors should have recognized my 

talents!  But that is never a given.  If my supervisors really did not see me as part of 

the future, they should have contacted Human Resources and looked at other 

departments who could have used my help.  Or re-defined my role at the office.  A 

cooperative approach would work best because everyone would have a vested 

interest in success. 
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HOW TO ENFORCE STUPID POLICIES 

 

 

Source: The Family Handyman 

 

The voice at the other end of the line laughed and said he would get back to me in 

a few days. 

There I was again.  Carrying out a law that I did not believe in.  A law that I never 

had any opportunity to write, shape or amend. 

Why did I put up with this?  Health insurance, pension. 

How did I put up with it?  I don’t know.  I just kept the conversation going and I 

validated their concerns.  Of course, the law was not fair – they had no opportunity 

to conform to it or they were asked to do more than was reasonably possible. 
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I kept talking to them until they found a solution.  This resident wanted to carry a 

bunch of wood and rocks next door to fit within the clause that does not count the 

re-use of materials moved from one part of the property to another.  They could 

plead ignorance to the rules.  They could take more time. 

As a law school graduate, I could read the law strictly.  I knew my boss would do 

that, especially if the refund was for a large sum of money.  It clearly stated, for 

example, that only original receipts were permitted, but copies were let in, anyway. 

I had to make sure to lean toward approval.  The applicant needed an opportunity 

to win.  And overwhelmingly the applicant would win. 

I thought this situation through.  Though my being placed in a situation where I had 

expertise not put to use properly was a problem, the solution was available to 

anyone who cared enough to read it. 

I responded to my boss’ evaluations.  Sometimes, I took the time to write my 

objections and concerns formally.  I did not really write this to my boss, for she 

cared little for my point of view and never responded to me.  I wrote it for people 

higher up to read. 

Many, if not most, of those of us in non-management positions, rarely 

communicate directly with employees high up enough in management to make a 

difference.  We may say “hello” or “Good morning” but discussions on work-related 

topics are held in management meetings. 

This is called “top down” management.  If you have a problem, you go directly to 

your supervisor to express them.  They are supposed to handle it.  If your problem 

concerns your supervisor, you may go one level up.  This way only the most serious 

matters come to the attention of employees like department heads. 

For the most part, this style of management works out all right.  But there are 

occasions when a non-management person needs an opportunity to make a point 

about their own work.  Evaluation time should provide this opportunity.  All that is 

needed for the employee’s concerns to be aired and responded to properly would 

be for upper management to read employee responses. 

People higher up in my department may not know that non-management 

employees have training and education.  They should be kept informed as to what 
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their staff can do so that they can best implement policies and respond to public 

concerns. 
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HOW TO DEAL WITH A DIFFICULT CO-WORKER 

 

Source: Cartoonstock 

 

Every time someone joins or leaves an office, morale changes.  What was normal 

could go away, replaced by new habits, eccentricities, and temperaments. 

I worked at a call center where hundreds of phone calls poured in on a daily basis.  

My team and I handled these calls, but the workload in handling these calls did not 

always get divided evenly. 

Sometimes two or more of us would chat for a while, or someone would take a 

longer break than expected, or a meeting uptown would claim somebody for a 

morning.  Situations like these would occasionally force one person to take the bulk 

of the calls. 
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When I was the one “stuck” with the calls, I would sometimes ask anyone chatting 

idly for help.  And when the situation was reversed, sometimes a member of the 

team would ask me to help out. 

No big deal.  We just went back to work. 

But, one day a new employee played the situation differently.  One of my friends 

on the team approached me when the calls had toned down and she told me she 

was concerned about something happening to her child at school.  Of course, it had 

nothing to do with work, but I knew her child and I listened closely to her concerns 

and hit the “busy out” button to stop incoming calls on the main line. 

This move increased calls going to the new employee, a young woman so new to 

the team that she had not yet completed probation.  A short time later. She walked 

past my friend and me, asking, “Are you guys still on break?” 

When we asked her what she meant, she kept walking outside, never breaking 

stride. 

Whatever she intended by asking the question, the nature of the question caused 

us confusion. 

One employee asks a leading question that cannot be truthfully answered.  As we 

had not been on break, an affirmative answer would of course been false and a 

negative answer would have falsely implied that we had stopped a break that never 

happened. 

It reminded me of a gag kids played in elementary school.  One kid would go around 

asking others, “Are you a moron in a cage?” (That word was not actually used.  It 

was an even more derogatory term best not repeated.)  An unsuspecting “victim” 

would either say “Yes,” and immediately be teased for “confessing” to the 

accusation. 

Most kids could understand that readily.  So, they would say “No.”  But the boom 

would be lowered on them as the questioner would shout to everyone around 

“Moron on the loose!” 

The question, coming from an employee born AFTER I started working at the office, 

struck me as smart-alecky.  It appeared that she wanted to set a new tone for 

acceptable attitude in the office. 
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But the question, placed into context with her walking away and showing no 

interest in an answer, further irritated me. 

So, I did what a mentor had recommended office workers do when they had a 

problem with a co-worker: I asked her about the problem directly. 

I did so upon her return about fifteen minutes later.  I got out my basic question 

asking her if she had said what we had thought she had said.  I hoped she said 

something else, that it was a case of my mishearing or misunderstanding. 

No such luck.  She confirmed it. 

I began my question asking what she meant by asking us that.  By that time, the 

conflict resolution team, our supervisor, had joined the conversation, which now 

took a new tone: 

The supervisor called out my friend and me for “attacking” the new employee, who, 

in turn, said the questioning of her was “unnecessary.”  Despite my offering of 

alternatives that the new employee could have taken if she felt frustrated with us, 

the supervisor said she was tired of discussion about the new employee.  She went 

back to her office and invited the new employee to come talk to her behind closed 

doors. 

Conflict resolved? 

More like conflict ended.  The disputing participants had been separated from one 

another, so the arguing stopped.  But there was no resolution, not even after a 

higher supervisor intervened and questioned each of us separately. 

Lesson learned:  Even when you are winning an argument, those in power can 

simply declare game over. 

What should have happened: The supervisor, instead of taking sides quickly, should 

have remained neutral on the matter at hand.  She could have asked everyone to 

quiet down so that she could ask questions as to how the problem had started.  She 

would have learned that the new employee was upset at my friend and me but did 

not channel her frustration into one of several acceptable actions: asking us for 

help, telling the supervisor to ask us for help or even complaining out loud that she 

needed help with the phone calls.  A smart-aleck comment about an assumption 

was not acceptable and the supervisor should have told her that. 
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CONCLUSION 

As I write this conclusion, I am a few days away from my retirement.  A few days 

ago, my last boss, a rare ethical one, told me that I should write about my 

experiences at work – “the good, the bad and the ugly.” 

Coincidentally, I had already written the bulk of this book before our conversation!  

So here it is, with my hope that those who read this think about the situations they 

face at work and the consequences of what they do with ethics at the forefront of 

their minds. 


