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I could hear the frustration in the senior leader’s voice: 

 “I’ve tried talking with Ben about his behavior and sent him to anger management 
training. Nothing seems to work. He continues to berate some employees and show 
favoritism towards others. I have a steady stream of complaints about employees 
being called names during staff meetings and not being able to focus out of fear. 
He brings great expertise to our organization, but his behavior costs us in turnover, 
employee productivity, and morale. If we don’t address this, it will tarnish our brand.”   

 This is a common scenario I hear from senior leaders caught between a rock and 
hard place. They have managers who are high performers yet lack interpersonal skills. If 
it weren’t for the managers’ technical skill, it would be an easy decision to let them go. 

 In this e-book, you will learn how to intervene with high performers whose behavior 
wreaks havoc on your employee engagement and culture. By the end you will know 
how to address employee conduct that harms your corporate culture and the 
essential elements that make behavior change possible and lasting.
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Chapter 1:

What Is Abrasive 
Behavior?
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WHAT IS ABRASIVE BEHAVIOR?
 Abrasive behavior is any behavior that causes interpersonal distress to employees 
and disrupts organizational functioning—simply put, any behavior that rubs people 
the wrong way. 

 Laura Crawshaw, founder of the Boss Whispering® Institute, which is dedicated to 
research and training in the field of coaching abrasive executives and professionals, 
categorizes abrasive behavior into five categories, known as the “Big Five.”1

 While the above behaviors may also be referred to as bullying, uncivil, or 
destructive, for purposes of this e-book, the term “abrasive” will be used to 
encompass behaviors that undermine a healthy work culture. 

OVER-CONTROL – Abrasive 
managers issue orders 
without discussion or input, 
displaying a “just do it” 
attitude. Micromanagement is 
a common complaint.

THREATS – Best described with 
old adages such as “my way or 
the highway” or “shape up or 
ship out.” 

PUBLIC HUMILIATION – 
Abrasive managers yell, 
belittle, and berate employees 
in front of others. This 
behavior also includes talking 
negatively about employees 
behind their backs.

CONDESCENSION – Abrasive 
managers speak down to 
people as if they are smarter 
than everyone else. This 
includes nonverbal language 
such as eye rolling, snorting, 
or glares that convey their 
superiority.

OVERREACTION – Common 
examples include impulsivity, 
interrupting before others 
have finished their thought, 
and impatience even when 
people are genuinely trying to 
be helpful.

THE BIG FIVE: Abrasive behavior can be broken into five categories.
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WHEN LEADERSHIP IS LIKE PARENTING: 
CHANGE STARTS WITH YOU
 Now that you know the definition of abrasive behavior, some ground work needs to 
be done before you intervene with your employee. You need to be aware of how you 
manage your behavior.   

 In my days as a licensed marriage & family therapist I worked with families whose 
kids were rebelling in some manner. Whether it was their adolescent who had “anger 
issues” or were using drugs, oftentimes these well-intended parents wanted to focus 
on the child as the problem. While the child exhibited problematic behavior, working 
with the parents to create structure, limits, and consequences as a united front was 
the foundation that helped their child’s behavior turn around.

 In the same way, in order for your abrasive employee to turn around, change starts 
with you.

 As a senior leader, you set the tone for your corporate culture. If your behavior 
includes any of the Big Five, employees will take their cues from you that it’s okay to 
behave in an abrasive manner. Take responsibility for how your own behavior may be 
contributing to the problem. This includes not taking action sooner to intervene with 
any employee exhibiting abrasive behavior.
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 At this point during my presentations to senior leaders, I often hear comments such as:

  “People are too sensitive, they need to develop a thick skin.”
  “Things move quickly around here, we don’t have time for hand-holding.” 
  “That’s how I’ve gotten to where I am today and look at where I am.”

 Perhaps you’re thinking the same. While to some extent, each of the above may 
be true, consider the financial cost to your organization when abrasive behavior is 
allowed—costs in terms of turnover, healthcare when employees take sick leave, 
employee engagement survey results, and your brand reputation in the market place.

 In a survey of more than 800 managers and employees in 17 industries who’ve been 
on the receiving end of incivility (Porath2), here are some statistics to consider:
 

 As the above shows, when abrasive behavior is part of the corporate culture, productivity, 
performance, and bottom-line results are at stake. Before you intervene with an employee 
exhibiting abrasive behavior, be aware of what behavior you model. Because we all can 
have blind spots about our own behavior, ask a few of your trusted colleagues who will give 
you honest, candid feedback about your leadership style with this one question, “What’s it 
like to be on the other side of me?”Be sure you ask the question to colleagues who will tell 
you what you need to hear, not just what you want to hear. 

 Gaining self-awareness about your own leadership style will help you to see beyond 
your own blind spots. It will help you take ownership of what you need to do to enhance 
your leadership. If you receive feedback that you have room for improvement, take the first 
step to turn around your own abrasive behavior by working with a coach who will give you 
constructive feedback and support. Remember, like parenting, the behaviors you model as 
a leader set the tone for the corporate culture. If you skip this step, any attempt to address 
one of your managers’ abrasive behaviors will be met with cynicism and resistance. 

 -  48% intentionally decreased their work effort
 -  47% intentionally decreased the time spent at work
 -  38% intentionally decreased the quality of their work
 -  80% lost work time worrying about the incident
 -  63% lost work time avoiding the offender
 -  66% said their performance declined
 -  78% said that their commitment to the organization declined
 -  12% said that they left their jobs because of the uncivil treatment
 -  25% admitted to taking their frustration out on customers
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Chapter 3:

Speak Straight 
Conversations:
Say What You Mean 
with Care & Candor 
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SPEAK STRAIGHT CONVERSATIONS: SAY WHAT 
YOU MEAN WITH CARE & CANDOR 
 Once you’ve looked at your own leadership 
style and made needed improvements, it’s 
time to have a “Speak Straight Conversation.” 
You, as the senior leader, must speak candidly 
and directly to your problem employee –
whom we’ll call “Ben” in this e-book for the 
sake of simplicity—about solving his abrasive 
behavior problem. 

 The point of speaking straight is not to 
lecture or shame him, but rather to clearly 
state the expected behavior change in a way 
that is constructive and shows you care about 
Ben as a person.

 This is where your influence as Ben’s boss is vital to whether Ben chooses to change. 
During this conversation, convey an “and/both” message. Highlight his value and contribution 
to the organization while candidly setting limits about needed behavior change. 

 Ben needs to hear you are serious and you will follow through with consequences if he 
continues to behave in a disrespectful manner to his employees and/or co-workers.

SPEAKING STRAIGHT OBJECTIVES:
Show your genuine concern 
as you let Ben know how 
the negative perceptions 
about his leadership style are 
harming his success.

State the expectation that 
it is Ben’s responsibility 
to eliminate the negative 
perceptions and care enough 
to want to change.

Set limits about needed 
behavior change and define 
consequences if abrasive 
behavior continues.

Offer help to your employee 
through a proven process of 
change outlined under chapter 
titled “What Does It Take to 
Create Lasting Change?”
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 Here’s a Speaking Straight example with Ben:

 “Ben, I appreciate the skills and expertise you bring to our company. There’s no doubt 
you are a high performer and have exceptional sales results. We’ve talked in the past 
about complaints concerning how you treat employees and the negative perceptions 
your employees have of working with you. The reason for our meeting today is that I’ve 
continued to get complaints about your behavior. 

 These negative perceptions are harming your leadership reputation. I don’t want you 
to be perceived this way and I won’t allow our employees to be treated disrespectfully. 

 This can’t go on. If this behavior continues, I’ll have to [state your consequences].

 I want to help you to turn these negative perceptions around. It’s up to you to change. I 
want you to be successful here and we as a company will help you if you’re willing.”

 Jack Welch3, the former CEO of GE and a legendary leader, was known for giving regular, 
candid feedback to his employees. In an interview webinar he said, “You have no right to 
be a leader if people who work for you don’t know where they stand.” 

 By speaking straight with Ben, you’re doing him a favor by letting him know where he 
stands. In order for him to take you seriously, your delivery needs to be calm, composed, 
and direct. If you’re anxious or beat around the bush about what changes he needs 
to make, you’re likely to get sidetracked into an argument with Ben or minimize the 
seriousness of the situation. 
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Chapter 4:
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WHAT DOES IT TAKE TO CREATE LASTING CHANGE?
 Research from the Boss Whispering Institute4 where more than 400 abrasive bosses 
have been coached, have found that change is possible. Here’s why.

Abrasive bosses tend to:

 1. Have blinders. They genuinely don’t realize the negative impact of their behavior. 

 2. Lack interpersonal skills. They don’t know how to relate to others beyond getting the 
  job done and getting results.

 3.  Fear appearing incompetent or inadequate. 

 Through a specialized coaching program abrasive bosses understand how their 
behavior negatively impacts co-workers, learn how to change their behavior, and develop 
strategies to overcome their fears.  

Six Key Elements to Turn Around Abrasive Behavior

 Let’s take Ben’s case. Ideally Ben has accepted your 
invitation to help him turn around abrasive behavior. 
Congratulations. His agreement is an indication that he 
understands you’re serious and will not tolerate behavior 
that erodes your company culture. More than likely, it’s 
also an indication that he respects and trusts you as his 
leader, which is fundamental to organizational health. 

 Now you’re ready to create the conditions that will 
allow Ben to internalize the needed changes to his 
abrasive leadership style. 

 1. Structured time and place – Consistency and repetition are the hallmark of behavior 
change. Set up regular meetings with a coach for a set period of time.

 2. Address the root of abrasive behavior – If Ben could change his behavior on his own 
he would have done it by now. In addition, just willing away behavior doesn’t work. Provide 
Ben with content and principles that provide insight to the root of his abrasive behavior.

 3. Feedback about the negative perceptions of co-workers and customers – In order 
for Ben to get beyond blind spots to lasting behavioral change, hearing how his behavior 
impacts others is essential. 
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 4. Emotional intelligence skills – More than likely, Ben genuinely doesn’t know how to 
improve interpersonal competence. Help him develop positive management strategies to 
equip him to turn around his abrasive behavior and internalize emotional intelligence skills. 

 5. Accountability – In order for new behaviors to sink in, ongoing candid feedback provides 
Ben the needed support to integrate new behaviors and reinforce changed behavior.

 6. Clear intended consequences – If the abrasive behavior doesn’t stop, or improves 
for a while but gradually old behaviors come back, Ben needs to know you will follow 
through with consequences. Examples may range from demotion to termination. Decide 
on consequences in collaboration with your senior leadership team and HR Department.

Ben’s Turnaround

 Ben accepted the invitation to participate in coaching as a result of his boss having a 
“Speak Straight” conversation with him. He fully participated in the coaching process and 
showed remorse for how his behavior negatively impacted his co-workers. After three 
sessions, Ben started to demonstrate a notable change in his behavior; he would go on to 
complete eight regular sessions with his coach. He then continued to meet with his coach 
quarterly for ongoing support and to maintain the changes he had already made.

 The following are comments from his employees about changes Ben made in his 
leadership style:

 • He used to be abrupt and condescending when he spoke to us. Now when I ask him 
  a question, I no longer worry if I’m going to be yelled at.
 
 • When there’s a problem, he’s more inclined to have a calm conversation, ask what 
  happened, and include others in how to solve it. Before it was like walking on 
  eggshells around him; there’s a significant change in his demeanor.

 • He no longer plays favorites and treats people the same no matter who’s in the 
  room. He’s much more a team player for all of us, not just certain people.

 Most managers and employees who have abrasive behaviors tend to be very good at 
their jobs from a performance perspective. They add value to the organization in terms 
of profits and skill sets, and are worth investing in. As a senior leader, when considering 
whether to invest in a structured process for an abrasive employee, remember that it 
can save you money and headaches in the long run when compared to the costs of lost 
productivity, new hires, and retraining. If the employee chooses not to change, you know 
you tried to help him or her with the best possible resources. 



page 14 How To Turn Around Abrasive Leadership Behavior in Ways You Never Thought Possible! www.BonnieArtmanFox.com

Chapter 5:
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IS LASTING BEHAVIOR CHANGE REALLY POSSIBLE?
 As a senior leader, you provide resources to help your employees build their 
technical competence. You send them to 
workshops, webinars, and conferences to 
develop skills to enhance their skill set. 

 The most successful businesses have 
found, however, that technical skill isn’t 
enough. They recognize that the highest-
performing employees have both technical 
and interpersonal competence. Investing 
in an abrasive manager is investing in their 
emotional intelligence skills so that they can 
better leverage their technical skills. 

 Without the structure of a proven change 
process, change may happen initially but 
gradually old behaviors return. While a 
mentor may be a support, he or she may 
not be able to provide key insights in 
dealing with the underlying fears, defenses, 
and at times manipulation of the abrasive 
employee. Similarly, anger management 
classes offer helpful strategies however employees exhibiting abrasive behavior don’t 
think there’s anything wrong with their leadership style. While they may attend the class, 
it’s not uncommon they will sit in the back of the room checked out on their phone.

But is lasting change really possible?

 From my years as a marriage & family 
therapist and executive leadership 
coach working with abrasive bosses, I 
can tell you that the answer is yes! I’ve 
seen firsthand that behavior change is 
possible. Whether it’s a couple reconciling 
their marriage after an affair, an alcoholic 
embracing recovery, or a boss who’s 
behavior rubs people the wrong way, 
people can change. 

 Lasting change is more likely if you 
follow a proven process and structured 
program that includes the six key 
elements from the previous chapter. 
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 Participation in a coaching program that specializes in the field of abrasive bosses will 
increase the likelihood of success. Coaching provides the insight needed for the employee 
to address unconscious automatic abrasive behaviors and the impact of those behaviors 
on others. Coaching also gets to the root of the abrasive behavior and teaches new skills, 
abilities, and capacities. 

 As an experienced therapist who has worked for years as an executive coach helping 
abrasive managers overcome their career-killing, anti-social behaviors, I know that 
change is possible, in even the most extreme cases, with the right program and the right 
professionals in charge. 

 It’s true that some may not see a problem and may choose to terminate their 
employment, or they may believe erroneously that they can change on their own or with 
the help of a mentor. 

 If you have hired a coach from an accredited program, however, and the abrasive 
managers choose not to change, you will know that you tried to help them with the best 
possible resources. On the other hand, managers like Ben can change and are grateful for 
their employers who gave them a chance. 

 Give your best people a chance to turn their abrasive behaviors around.

 To learn more about how to turn around abrasive behavior and build a work culture 
where everyone functions at their highest level, contact Bonnie@BonnieArtmanFox.com 
or call 412.877.8331.
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 For additional resources go to BonnieArtmanFox.com 

 • Join Bonnie’s Bi-monthly Blog to receive SKILLS, STRATEGIES, AND RESOURCES 
  to strengthen your Organizational Health and Work Culture. 

 • Schedule a COMPLIMENTARY STRATEGY SESSION with Bonnie to pinpoint your 
  work culture challenges pertaining to an abrasive employee. Bonnie will help you 
  identify next steps specific to your situation. 

 • Download RESOURCES on Bonnie’s resource page you can share with your team. 

”I work with organizations as a catalyst for behavioral change that leads to a 
healthier work environment and competitive advantage.” 



page 18 How To Turn Around Abrasive Leadership Behavior in Ways You Never Thought Possible! www.BonnieArtmanFox.com

ABOUT BONNIE ARTMAN FOX
    Bonnie Artman Fox cares about healthy work cultures. That’s why she 
works with organizations as a catalyst for behaviors that bring out the best in 
people and business results. Bonnie focuses on two areas:

     First, she consults with senior leaders to develop a systematic culture 
plan. The result is employees know expected behaviors and function at their 
highest level.  

     Second, she offers solutions to highly valued bosses who have technical 
expertise but exhibit abrasive behavior. Through a research based coaching 
process, Bonnie helps those same bosses turn around behaviors that are 
negatively impacting their leadership, talent retention, and company brand. 
This positive turnaround typically happens within 8-10 sessions.  

Contact Bonnie at Bonnie@BonnieArtmanFox.com or call 412.877.8331 to 
strengthen your organizational health and leverage your business results!

LEADERSHIP TEAM ASSESSMENT

 The health of an organization is in direct proportion 
to the health of the leadership team. Using the 
results from a team assessment, you will learn the 
interpersonal health of your leadership team. Each 
member completes the assessment and Bonnie 
then works with the team to improve trust, conflict 
resolution, commitment, and accountability to the team 
and organizational results.

Are you looking for an engaging speaker and science-based solutions for a leadership retreat, 
workshop, or training event that addresses your day-to-day challenges? 

BONNIE’S MOST POPULAR TRAINING PROGRAMS

ORGANIZATIONAL HEALTH:  HOW TO BUILD A CULTURE 
PLAN THAT BRINGS OUT THE BEST IN YOUR EMPLOYEES 

 From an organization, to being with your group of 
friends, every group has a culture. People perform to 
the level of expectation. Imagine what would happen if 
there was a way to be intentional and systematic about 
creating the kind of culture where people function 
at their highest level and leverages your competitive 
advantage?  In this program you will learn HOW!

SOLVING THE PROBLEM OF ABRASIVE LEADERS: BUILDING 
A CULTURE OF CIVILITY, ACCOUNTABILITY, & PRODUCTIVITY

 Have you ever wondered how a leader can be so 
successful with business results yet treat employees 
with such disregard and disrespect? During this 
program, you will learn why bosses bully, why employers 
don’t intervene, and what it takes to solve the problem 
of abrasive leadership. You will leave with the necessary 
steps as an employer to effectively intervene with 
abrasive conduct and an overview of the coaching 
process for abrasive leadership turnaround.

HOW DID MY FAMILY GET IN MY OFFICE? LEVERAGE 
FAMILY LESSONS FOR YOUR LEADERSHIP SUCCESS

 Do co-workers ever remind you of family members 
you didn’t get along with? Do you find yourself reacting 
in ways at work like you do with family? In this fun and 
enlightening program, Bonnie shares real-life stories from 
senior leaders who applied life lessons and strengths 
from their family to their leadership. You will gain keen 
insights and self-awareness to shifting how you handle 
conflict, relinquish control, and manage your reactivity 
when faced with difficult people and tough decisions.

VISIT BONNIEARTMANFOX.COM FOR MORE INFO!


