
WHAT EVERY MANAGER SHOULD PINPOINT BEFORE 

INTERVENING WITH AN ABRASIVE EMPLOYEE 



INTRODUCTION 1 

There's a reason I'm committed to working with senior leaders to create work 
cultures where people get along and have fun at work. Where employees and 
leaders can disagree, have healthy banter and at the end be an even stronger 
team working for a common goal of driving the mission of the company.   
 
It's because I know the opposite.  
 
I know what it's like when instead of a team working together, they're pulling apart. 
I know what it's like to dread going to work, not knowing when the next outburst 
will come from a boss who thinks nothing of yelling, making demeaning 
comments, and afterwards acting as if nothing happened.   
 
I've been there.   
 
I've also counseled hundreds of people as a therapist who experienced 
sleeplessness, anxiety, and stress-related illnesses while working for an abrasive 
boss.  
 
It’s my sincere hope that this e-book gives you the information you need to 
intervene with an abrasive employee! 
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After 25 years in the healthcare and 
psychology fields helping employees 
impacted by dysfunctional work cultures, 
I decided to go to the source of the 
problem. To work with senior leaders and 
business owners to take a stand against 
behaviors that sabotage organizational 
health and build a work culture grounded 
in behaviors that eliminate infighting, 
office politics, and overbearing bosses.  
The result has been implementing the 
Leadership Turnaround Coaching 
Program that has an 82% success rate 
of equipping bosses to replace abrasive 
behaviors with civility, courtesy, and 
empathy.  
 
I offer you hope that by taking control 
and standing firm on your management 
foundation, you can effectively intervene 
and reduce suffering in the workplace 
caused by abrasive leaders! This e-book 
will help you strengthen your leadership 
impact so you create a work culture 
where your employees look forward to 
coming to work and function at their 
highest level! 
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EVERYONE HAS A JOB TO 
DO, BUT. DEMORALIZING 
EMPLOYEES WILL NEVER 
AID IN ACHIEVING THE 
COMPANIES ULTIMATE 
GOALS. 

Barb is a go-getter and make-things-happen 
kind of leader. She is determined, efficient, and 
focused. She sets high expectations for herself 
and for those who work for her.  
 
As a result, she increased company revenue 
and profits and has received multiple promotions 
due to her efforts. 
Despite her high productivity and valued 
contributions to the company, her employees 
and co-workers have negative perceptions 
about working with Barb. For example, she often 
uses derogatory language of employees, 
interrupts when others are speaking, and mocks 
their ideas. When employees don't perform to 
her expectations, she is quick to label as 
"stupid" or "lazy."  Her mood can go from zero to 
ten in a matter of seconds, yelling. Employees 
are tentative to approach her with questions or 
voice their ideas for fear of how they will be 
treated.   
 
While it is Barb's responsibility to ensure 
employee performance, her approach to 
motivate is abrasive and demoralizing.  Barb 
attacks the person, rather than addressing their 
performance in a constructive manner. 



“ALL OF US MAKE 
MISTAKES. THE KEY IS 
TO ACKNOWLEDGE 
THEM, LEARN, AND 
MOVE ON. THE REAL 
SIN IS IGNORING 
MISTAKES, OR 
WORSE, SEEKING TO 
HIDE THEM.” 
 
- ROBERT ZOELLICK 

Barb’s manager is receiving increasingly frequent 
complaints about how she treats her employees. The 
complaints are based on concrete examples and from 
responsible, competent employees. To make matters 
worse, employees report that Barb does not 
apologize and, after an outburst, moves on as if 
nothing ever happened. Meanwhile, her employees 
are left feeling apprehensive, on edge, never knowing 
when the next personal attack will come.  
 
Barb’s manager is torn as to what to do. Barb is 
extremely intelligent and a star performer within the 
organization, yet due to the volume of complaints, the 
manager cannot ignore how her behavior is 
negatively impacting the corporate culture. The 
manager knows it’s time to intervene, but she 
anticipates Barb will be defensive and blow up at her, 
which makes her hesitant.  
 
If you relate to the discomfort and even anxiety that 
Barb's manager is experiencing, you aren't alone. 
Many managers ignore a situation like this, simply 
because the idea of confronting it fills them with 
stress. Other managers do intervene; however, their 
anxiety shows through and the abrasive leader 
doesn't take them seriously. In addition, the abrasive 
leader is often clever at taking someone else’s words 
and turning things around in order to present 
themselves in a positive light.  
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A Harvard business school study found that when toxic workers join a team, 
there is an increase in turnover. Per toxic worker, an organization can anticipate 
$12,000 in turnover costs. Even though toxic workers tend to be highly 
productive, the demeanor of abrasiveness alienates co-workers. A poll of 800 
managers and employees in 17 industries revealed that 48% of employees who 
are the recipients of abrasive behavior intentionally decrease their work effort; 
47% intentionally decrease time spent at work; and 66% said their performance 
declined. Can your organization risk having these same statistics? 
Perhaps unconsciously you have allowed incivility and abrasive behavior to 
creep into your work culture. Perhaps you have an employee like Barb and you 
have avoided intervening. Perhaps you are starting to see turnover and 
performance decline of your other employees.  If so, you might want to consider 
a change and ask yourself how you unknowingly are allowing abrasive, uncivil 
employee behavior in your work place. 
 
To allow Barb's behavior is to allow abusive behavior in your workplace. Not only 
does abusive behavior violate the recipient's right to a supportive workplace, it 
hurts productivity and can lead to high costs of turnover. If you don't address the 
situation, you aren't doing your job as a manager. The purpose of this e-book is 
for you to gain self-awareness of avoidance behaviors so you as a manager take 
control of the abrasive situation. Having a candid conversation with an abrasive 
leader (or any employee) is not easy. By answering questions in the companion 
Take Control workbook, you will gain self-awareness and identify skills you need 
before intervening. By gaining self-awareness first, you will be prepared to send 
a clear, consistent, and direct message the abrasive behavior has to stop and 
increase the likelihood of win-win solutions. 
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Managers often do not intervene when employees exhibit unacceptable 
conduct for various reasons. Below are seven of the most common reasons 
along with the rationale, behind managers' avoidance. See if you recognize 
yourself in any of the descriptions here. 

8 TAKE CONTROL OF THE ABRASIVE SITUATION 

You are so focused on your own tasks and results for the 
organization that you don't recognize the conduct of the 
abrasive leader. If you do acknowledge there is a 
problem, you are likely to attribute it to a "personality 
difference" and minimize how the abrasive behavior is 
affecting other employees' well-being.  

You tend to avoid conflict by believing the best in people. 
You look for an excuse for why the leader is behaving 
abrasively such as "they are going through a tough time, 
under a lot of stress, or exhibiting problem behavior that 
won't last." There also might be a part of you that wants 
to be liked that keeps you from intervening. 
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You believe that once you have talked to the leader 
about the negative perceptions of co-workers, the leader 
will have enough self-awareness to turn the behavior 
around on his or her own. Another variation of magical 
thinking is believing that once you speak to the leader, 
you did your part. However, you may have minimized 
the impact of the leader's behavior on others in your 
delivery or focused on other employees as the problem. 
The leader walks away from the conversation with the 
impression he or she doesn’t have to change and others 
have the problem, not them. 

You believe that relocating the abrasive leader to a 
different department or changing their responsibilities will 
solve the problem. Similar to magical thinking, you 
believe if the leader has less interaction with others, the 
problem will be solved.  

You have a healthy awareness of the ability of the 
abrasive leader to take revenge. You find a solution such 
as a geographical move in an attempt to avoid upsetting 
the leader.  You never address the negative perceptions 
from other employees or conduct of the leader. 
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You don't think people can change and rationalize the 
abrasive behavior as "that's just how Barb is".  You 
either continue to tolerate the unacceptable behavior or 
terminate the leader before offering help to learn new 
behavior. 

You recognize there is a problem, but you don't know the 
words to say to intervene effectively. You want the 
conversation to be constructive and avoid volleying back 
and forth of "he said" – "she said." You want to protect 
the employees who have complained to you and 
requested anonymity. You want the abrasive leader to be 
receptive to hearing feedback, but you can't control how 
they will respond. You have good insights, but you are 
immobilized in taking action.  
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Every one of the above reasons is a variation of avoidance. Managers who 
defend, minimize, or rationalize unacceptable behavior affix a temporary 
bandage and fail to address the real problem. Four things are likely to happen if 
unacceptable conduct is allowed to continue. 

Work culture is determined by the day-to-day behavior of 
how employees interact with each other, clients, and 
vendors. It is usually the strongest personality that 
influences culture the most. If the person in your culture 
with the strongest personality is positive, and motivating, 
you are likely to have a good culture. Conversely, if the 

As a manager, it is your responsibility to protect the mission 
of your organization, which includes the well-being of all of 
your employees. Part of your role is to define acceptable 
performance and conduct for your employees, as well as 
address employee performance and behavior that disrupts 
the functioning operations of your organization.  

I have spoken to many employees from a variety of industries that have been 
negatively affected by an abrasive boss. When managers failed to intervene, 
employees lost respect for upper management who knew about the problem 
and did nothing. A 2005 study by Mercer Human Resource Consulting found 
that only 39% of employees believe that senior management confronts any 
issue before such issues become significant problems. Addressing 
unacceptable conduct in the work place is not only the right thing to do; it also 
affects the level of trust from your employees.  

strongest personality is abrasive, derogatory, and unpredictable, you are likely 
to have a dysfunctional culture.  
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In addition to the employees affected by the abrasive 
behavior, the one behaving in an abrasive manner also 
loses respect for managers who don't intervene or follow 
through on consequences. Think of parents who tell a 
child who is misbehaving "if you continue to behave this 
way, you will lose a privilege" and don't follow through.  

Other employees and managers see how the abrasive 
behavior is being tolerated and have proverbial "water 
cooler" conversations. Gossip further deteriorates respect 
and trust of the abrasive leader's manager. Derogatory 
insinuations are made about the managers' "lack of 
backbone" and employees return to work upset about how 
management allows the abrasive behavior to continue. 

The child is going to continue that behavior and is in charge, not the parents. In 
the same way, when managers fail to intervene or follow-through on 
consequences, the "misbehaving" employee is in charge, not the manager. The 
abrasive employee lacks respect for managers who don't do what they say they 
will do.   



TAKE CONTROL OF THE ABRASIVE SITUATION 14 



15 

Effective intervention with unacceptable employee behavior of any kind, no matter if 
it is from a line employee or a top leader starts with the self-awareness of the 
manager. By addressing what is holding you back from intervening, you can 
address the root cause rather than resigning to avoidance behaviors. The difference 
between self-awareness and avoidance is developing a long-term solution rather 
than simply putting a bandage on a wound that is hemorrhaging.   
Remember Barb from the beginning of this article? Perhaps you have a "Barb" in 
your office, an employee who is extremely competent yet his or her conduct is 
negatively affecting the well-being of your other employees, culture, and causing 
staff attrition. You know you need to intervene and something is preventing you from 
taking action. You know if you say what you really want to say, the conversation will 
escalate into further tension and conflict.  
 
Or perhaps you have addressed the unacceptable behavior with your "Barb", and 
her conduct improved for a while, but gradually she has reverted back to old 
behaviors. Now it is time for you to follow through with doing what you said you 
would if her behavior didn't permanently change.   
 
To help you identify the barrier that’s keeping you from intervening, answer the 
questions in the companion Take Control Workbook. Take your time, give 
considerable thought and write down your answers. In doing so, you will gain key 
insights to yourself and identify what is holding you back in order to take control and 
claim your role as the manager in charge.  
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When leaders of an organization confront the reality of unacceptable behaviors in 
the organization, change is possible. While there are many reasons why 
managers avoid intervening, taking action starts with self-awareness. Your self-
awareness as a manager will allow you to work through personal barriers to 
intervening and clearly define what behaviors you want to define your company's 
culture.  
 
When you are clear about the behaviors that define your company's culture and 
intervene with productive behaviors, your organization will not only be healthy, it 
will thrive. You are taking control of your behavior and taking a stand that you will 
protect the well-being of your employees and your work culture.   
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To learn more about how to manage abrasive 
behavior and build a culture where everyone 
functions at their highest level, contact me today! 
 

 

https://www.linkedin.com/in/bonnieartmanfox/
https://www.facebook.com/AConsciousChoiceLLC
https://www.facebook.com/AConsciousChoiceLLC
https://www.linkedin.com/in/bonnieartmanfox/
https://bonnieartmanfox.com/
https://bonnieartmanfox.com/

