
Don't just complain -- do
something!
It's the right of every person in a business or in a democracy to complain once in
a while.

But seriously, now -- where do you get by doing it?

Most of the time, when you complain, complain, and complain some more, all
you get is bitter -- and the problem doesn't get addressed.

Along with needless worrying, undirected complaining rarely adds to the good of
any situation -- and it can stir up more bad than it possibly can help.

Notice the caveat there -- I said "undirected" complaining. Closely focused
complaints can do a lot of good for an organization, by forcing it to correct badly-
flawed processes.

Years ago, a billing snafu sent me a bill from a large telecommunications
company that was 500 times the normal amount.

I opened the bill and went through the roof.

An after-hours call to the company brought me a sympathetic ear, but nothing
else. I decided to wait until Monday (this was Friday night) to address the bill --
that is until the next day's mail brought me a second copy of the same bill.

I was mad; I fired up the computer, looked up the personal e-mail address for the
CEO of the company, (this was pre-Spam days, when such things were
available), and sent off a nasty, nasty little note.

Monday morning, I straightened the whole thing out. A couple of days later, I got
a harried phone call from the CEO's assistant. Five seconds after I hung up the
phone, I got another call from the billing manager. A week later, I got a letter of
apology from the CEO's office.

Such "directed" complaints sometimes work wonders -- but  general complaining
never seem to make much difference -- except to ourselves.

The biggest problem with general complaining is it doesn't do a darn bit of good.
It wastes time, energy, resources, effort, and usually leaves people feeling worse
off than when they started.
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Consider these alternatives to plain-old complaining:

1. Report the problem.
If there's a legitimate problem, help create a means to fix it. I was reading a
newspaper story the other day that talked about "potholes," large holes in the
asphalt roadway, caused by the road surface breaking down. Someone wrote
into the newspaper, and complained that a pothole had been wrecking cars for
some time. The city street department, when contacted, said they didn't know
about it, but fix it right away. They did.

Of course, there's the old joke about a man who sits at a traffic light, watching
two city workers at the side of the street. One person digs a hole, the person right
behind him filled the hole up. As the light changed, the man pulled his car over,
and asked the obvious question: "What are you two doing? You dig the hole, and
he comes right behind you and fills it up!"

"Well," said the first man, "usually this is a three-man crew. I dig the holes,
Charlie puts the tree in, and then Lou fills it up. Well, today Charlie's sick -- but
that doesn't mean Lou and I should be cheated out of our jobs."

Despite Lou and his unnamed cohort, the city street department said they
actually counted on the public to help them find dangerous spots.

Often, people close to a situation will see a problem, but the person who needs
to know about it never learns about what's going on. Reporting the problem to the
right people may not be as fun as complaining, but it tends to get better results.

2. Help find a solution.

If the problem is so obvious to you, perhaps the solution is as well. It may not be
obvious to other people.

As a note of example, I read a mailing list composed of professionals who
service communications towers. In a mail message from last evening, one of
them pointed toward a picture of a tower climber doing something dangerous.
They got into a big discussion about the activity. I looked at the picture, and I
can't even see a person on the tower.

Perhaps the webmaster saw the activity, and changed the picture -- but it's also
very possible that I just don't know what to look for. To them, the problem was
obvious -- to me, I didn't even see the person, let alone the problem.

Each of us brings a different skill set to understanding life's challenges -- and
each set of skills helps address those challenges in a new and unique way. Even
though your co-workers may have the same job as you, they still don't have your



unique background -- you may see a solution they can't comprehend -- or vice
versa.

When you help find a solution, instead of merely complaining about a problem,
you not only solve the problem, but you make yourself more positive as part of
the equation.

3. Volunteer for service on a team to apply the solution or investigate the
problem.

Even if you can't solve the problem all by yourself, you could be part of a group
that addresses it. Japanese auto makers led the way in using self-governing
teams to improve product quality -- and it shows. Even U.S. companies who
applied those principles soon reaped the benefits of the technique.

Today, we look at self-governing teams as an obvious solution to problem-
solving, but still many companies do not use them well -- or don't use them at all.
In many companies today, it's still left up to the boss to solve all the problems;
while that's perhaps the traditional environment, it fosters complaints from below,
and rarely addresses the problem wisely -- few bosses really understand
everything their subordinates do.

Teams use the strengths of the group to apply to problem solving, and
subsequently cut down on complaints, because the complainers are usually
brought into the teams.

4. Contribute individual action to fix the trouble.

I've mentioned this before, I know -- but a former neighbor of mine looked around
his community and decided it needed beautification. He talked to the city, got
clearance, and then started a one-man crusade to plant flowers. He paid for the
flowers himself, planted and cared for them, and the city is a better place
because of it.

You may only be one person; but even one person can make a difference, if
he/she approaches it with enthusiasm.

5. Take immediate action. Sitting at your desk with your head in your
hands, saying "Why Me" never works.

It really doesn't matter what the problem is -- taking action will always make it
better. Even if you can't fix the trouble in just one day, with sustained effort, you
can accomplish a whale of a lot. It may take several days, or several years -- but
when you're done, you will have accomplished a great work.

All action starts with one step.



6. Resolve never to sit around and complain again.

This last step on our list is a good one. Once you've changed your approach to
problems, don't let your old ways find root again in your life. Like a weed, they
can grow up and choke out the good that has grown.

Unless they're specific, directed complaints, with an action orientation and a
solution attached, you rarely do any good by just complaining. More often than
not, you soon find yourself complaining about everything that comes along -- and
that is a hard habit to break.
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