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Toxic People in the 
Workplace
S C O T T  F O S T E R

M G M A
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What impact do negative 
employees have on your 
practice?
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Negativity Corrodes Performance 

• Employees response to negativity:

─48% decreased their work effort 

─47% decreased their  me at work 

─38% decreased their work quality 

─66% said their performance declined 

─80% lost work  me worrying about the incident 

─63% lost  me avoiding the offender 

─78% lowered their commitment to the organiza on

How Toxic Colleagues Corrode Performance. Porath, C. and Pearson, C., Harvard Business Review, (2009).

VICTIMS
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Choices

1.You can stay and do nothing.  

That includes suffering about it, and complaining to someone who can do nothing.  Doing 
nothing is dangerous because frustration with difficult people tends to build up and get 
worse over time.  And complaining to people who can do nothing tends to lower morale 
and productivity, while postponing effective action.

Choices

2.You can vote with your feet.  

Sometimes, your best option is to walk away.  Not all situations are resolvable, and some 
are just not work resolving.  Voting with your feed makes sense when it no longer makes 
any sense to continue to deal with the person.  If the situation is deteriorating, if 
everything you say or do makes matters worse, and you find yourself losing control, 
remember that discretion is the better part of valor, and walk away.  Like Eleanor 
Roosevelt said, “You’re nobody’s victim without your permission.”  However, before 
you decide to walk, you may want to consider your other two choices:
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Choices

3. You can change your attitude about 
your difficult person.  

Even if the difficult person continues to engage in the difficult behavior, you can learn to 
see them differently, listen to them differently, and feel differently around them.  There 
are attitudinal changes that you can make in yourself that will set you free from your 
reactions to problem people.  And a change in attitude is absolutely necessary if you 
hope to find the willpower and flexibility to make the fourth choice . . . 

Choices

4. You can change your behavior.  

When you change the way you deal with difficult people, then they have to learn new 
ways to deal with you.  Just as certainly as some people bring out the best in you, and 
some people bring out the worst in you, you have this same ability with others.  There 
are effective, learnable strategies for dealing with most problem behaviors.  Once you 
know what needs to be done and how to do it, you will be well on your way to taking 
charge over an unpleasant situation and redirecting it to a worthwhile result.
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The Lens of Understanding
Examine the difficult behavior until you can see the motive behind it.  What level of 
assertiveness is being exhibited through the person’s behaviors? 

 
 

Passive reactions               Assertive  Aggressive reactions  
 
Extremes: submissiveness,          Involved     Extremes: bold 
yielding, complete        determination, domination, 
withdrawal        belligerence, attacks 

 
 

During times of challenge, difficulty, or stress, people tend to move out of their comfort 
zones, and become either more passive or more aggressive than their normal mode of 
operation. 
 
To assess the level of assertiveness, observe: 

 How they look – directing energy outward or inward? 
 How they sound – shouting, mumbling, silence? 
 What they say – demands or awkward suggestions? 

The Lens of Understanding
Another area to observe is the difficult person’s focus of attention.  Do they have a 
task focus or people Focus? 
 
 

Task Focus: 
attention focused almost exclusively 

on the task at hand or the 
“what” of the situation 

 
 
 
 
Passive reactions               Assertive  Aggressive reactions  
 
 
 
 
 

People Focus: 
attention focused almost exclusively 

on relationships or the “who” 
in the situation 
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The Lens of Understanding

Determinants of Focus and Assertiveness 
In any given situation, each person involved has an intent that drives their behavior and 
is tied to their focus of attention and level of assertiveness.  In this model, there are 
four intents: 

 Assertive/passive, task focused   intent:  Get the task done 
 Assertive/aggressive, task focused   intent:  Get the task right 
 Assertive/passive, people focused   intent:  Get along with people 
 Assertive/aggressive, people focused   intent:  Get appreciation from people 
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The 10 Most Unwanted List

The Tank Confrontational, pointed, and angry, the ultimate in pushy and 
aggressive behavior

The Sniper Specializes in making you look foolish whether through rude 
comments, biting sarcasm, or a well-timed roll of the eyes

The Grenade After a brief period of calm, the Grenade explodes into unfocused 
ranting and raving about things that have nothing to do with the 
present circumstances.

The Know-It-All Seldom in doubt, the Know-It-All has a low tolerance for correction 
and contradiction.  If something goes wrong, however, the Know-It-All 
will speak with the same authority about who’s to blame-you!

The Think-They-Know-It-All Think-They-Know-It-Alls can’t fool all the people all of the time, but 
they can fool some of the people enough of the time, and enough of 
the people all of the time-all for the sake of getting some attention.

The 10 Most Unwanted List
The Yes Person In an effort to please people and avoid confrontation, Yes People say “yes” 

without thinking things through.  They react to the latest demands on their 
time by forgetting prior commitments and over commit until they have no 
time for themselves.  Then they become resentful. 

The Maybe Person In a moment of decision, the Maybe Person procrastinates in the hope 
that a better choice will present itself.  Sadly, with most decisions, there 
comes a point when it is too little, too late, and the decision makes itself.

The Nothing Person No verbal feedback, no nonverbal feedback.  Nothing.  What else could 
you expect from . . . the Nothing Person?

The No Person More deadly to morale than a speeding bullet, more powerful than hope, 
able to defeat big ideas with a single syllable.  Disguised as a mild 
mannered normal person, the No Person fights a never ending battle for 
futility, hopelessness, and despair.

The Whiner Whiners feel helpless and overwhelmed by an unfair world.  Their 
standard is perfection, and no one and nothing measures up to it.  But 
misery loves company, so they bring their problems to you.  Offering 
solutions makes you bad company, so their whining escalates.
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The Lens of Understanding Model & 
The 10 Most Unwanted
“Behavior becomes more controlling when the intent to get it done is thwarted, leading 
people to become Tanks, Snipers, and know-it alls.

Behavior becomes more perfectionist when the intent to get it right is thwarted, leading 
people to become Whiners, No People, and Nothing People.

Behavior becomes more approval-seeking when the intent to get along is thwarted, 
leading people to become Yes People, Maybe People and Nothing People.

Behavior becomes more attention-getting when the intent to get appreciation is thwarted, 
leading people to become Grenades, Think-they-know-it-alls, and Snipers.”
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Communicating with Difficult People

Establish Common Ground

Effective Listening steps:

1. Blend – give visual and auditory evidence that what they are saying makes sense 
to you.

2. Backtrack – repeat back some of the actual words the person said to send a 
clear signal that you are listening

3. Clarify – ask open-ended questions to increase understanding

4. Summarize what you’ve heard

5. Confirm – ask if they feel understood and if there is anything else to add.

Communicating with Difficult People

Hidden Communication Elements

Some elements of communication may be hidden.  By identifying these elements, you 
can blend and redirect your interaction.  When discussions move into conflict, your goal 
is to reach a deeper understanding by identifying positive intent and highly valued 
criteria.

• Identify Positive Intent – assume that all behavior originates from a positive 
intent.  Ask yourself what positive intent might be behind a person’s communication or 
behavior, and acknowledge that positive intent during the communication with them.

• Identify highly valued criteria – criteria are the filters on our point of view and 
establish our measures for ideas and experiences.  Criteria are the benchmarks by 
which we gauge whether we are “for” or “against” the idea or why we feel a point of view 
is worth defending.


