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Rising Above a Toxic Workplace will save you from hours and hours of vent-
ing about your job. Its pages are packed with fascinating anecdotes and 
actionable solutions for the modern worker.

—Devin Tomb, Associate Lifestyle Editor, SELF—

Here is clear and practical help for millions of Americans who are over-
worked and underappreciated, feeling trapped in a dead-end job with 
no way out. In Rising Above a Toxic Workplace, you'll discover options you 
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—Jack Modesett, Partner, Vega Energy—

Many people feel trapped in toxic work situations, are victims of humilia-
tion and intimidation, or are starving for appreciation. Rising Above a Toxic 
Workplace not only tells stories of violence to the spirit, it points the way 
to overcoming and transforming, much as Oswald Chambers described 
KHDOWK�DV�°UHTXLULQJ�VXI¼FLHQW�YLWDOLW\�RQ�WKH�LQVLGH�DJDLQVW�WKLQJV�RQ�WKH�
outside.”

—Marshall Shelley, Editor in chief, Leadership Journal—

Rising Above a Toxic Workplace is a must-read if you are working for a toxic 
manager or working in a toxic workplace. Gary Chapman, Paul White, 
and Harold Myra’s real world examples will help you realize the "grass 
can be greener on the other side" and no one should put up with abuse 
in the workplace. 

—Peter W. Hart, 'LMIJ�)\IGYXMZI�3J½GIV��6MHIEY�6IGSKRMXMSR�7SPYXMSRW°

Silent toleration of toxicity creates intolerable chaos. Chapman, White, 
and Myra pull the curtains back and reveal the true cost of unworkable 
workplaces. In this well-researched book, these noted authors voice the 
nagging feeling of failure and fear we or those we love may experience. 
However, they don't leave us with hopelessness but provide a robust tool-
box for assessment and action. 

—Brenda A. Smith, President /CEO, Breakfast with Fred Leadership Institute 

BWF Project, Inc.—

At some point, we need to realize every workplace experiences some 
level of toxicity. Once we accept this fact, Rising Above a Toxic Workplace 
offers employees and leaders a path to build understanding of the root 
causes along with simple, easy-to-act-on thinking that can help to reduce 
and minimize negative outcomes. It’s an easy read that every credible 
activist HR professional will want to share with his or her business clients.

—Joel Lamoreaux, Organization Effectiveness Consultant, Deluxe, Corp.—



A modern organization is too often unhealthy. Toxicity, despite attempts 
to stamp it out, continues to surface in new and unexpected places. In 
Rising Above a Toxic Workplace�\RX�ZLOO�¼QG�UHDOLVWLF�GHVFULSWLRQV�DQG�LOOXV-
trations identifying work cultures that generate frustration and anxiety. 
I especially appreciate the practical advice—and recommendations for 
alleviating the pain—to workers suffering the negative and productivity-
sapping consequences of toxicity. I would advise both leaders and the 
general workforce to read this book; use it as a tool to help you decrease 
frustration and increase engagement in your workplace.

—Lester J. Hirst, PhD, Change Effectiveness Manager, Compassion International—

I love how the authors approach the toxic environment from different 
perspectives and situations. That helped me to make a strong connec-
tion as an employee as well as a leader. Any reader can walk away with 
solid, healthy advice whether he or she is steeped in a toxic environment 
or seeking to prevent one from arising. The references cited are also 
excellent resources for an ongoing personal development program. The 
impactful style of this book transforms it from being a “how to” book into 
more of a “how to be” book. 

—Dan Agne, 7IRMSV�1EREKIV��2EXMSREP�7EPIW�8VEMRMRK��7MQTPI\+VMRRIP°

Rising Above a Toxic Workplace is a desperately needed book in this age of 
bullying and burnout in healthcare. The numerous stories of people who 
rose above their toxic situation help you realize you too can overcome. 
This isn't a Pollyanna approach, either. Real world Survival Strategies 
and Leadership Lessons in every chapter offer concrete action steps. 
Questions for Discussion lead to deeper insight. 

—Kathy Schoonover-Shoffner, 4L(��62��2YVWIW�'LVMWXMER�*IPPS[WLMT�97%�� 
Editor, Journal of Christian Nursing—

Chapman, White, and Myra offer compassionate advice to anyone caught 
in a demeaning work environment. Their words of comfort are matched 
by their practical advice and their call for courage. They show, with 
 relevant stories, how one can take steps to overcome challenges, even 
when faced with intimidation. There is wisdom here not just for the 
\RXQJ�SHUVRQ�VWUXJJOLQJ�WR�¼QG�D�ZD\� LQ�D�WRXJK�HFRQRP\�EXW�DOVR� IRU�
those supervisors who desire to create a workplace of integrity, empathy, 
and trust.

—Mark Sargent, 4VSZSWX��;IWXQSRX�'SPPIKI��7ERXE�&EVFEVE��'EPMJSVRME°
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INTRODUCTION

CONFLICT, HURT AND ANGER, poor communication, lack of 
 appreciation—for decades I have sought to help men and 

women deal with such issues in marriage. Today numerous 
individuals experience these same painful realities at work. A 
few years ago I teamed up with Dr. Paul White to write The 
5 Languages of Appreciation in the Workplace. We have been 
extremely encouraged by the response to this book. We found 
that the emotional climate in work relationships can be greatly 
enhanced when people discover each other’s primary appreciation 
language. However, as Paul did pilot projects before we wrote the 
book and has consulted with a wide variety of organizations since 
we published the book, we became aware of the destructive dys-
functions in so many organizations.

Countless employees suffer in toxic workplaces, and perhaps 
you are one of them. If not, you likely have friends or family who 
work in such poisonous environments. When I decided to team 
up with Dr. White and Harold Myra, who has also had decades 
of experience in the business world, we were all surprised at the 
number of stories we had heard through the years of the mistreat-
ment of employees. My guess is that if you talk to your friends 
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DERXW� WKLV� WRSLF��\RX�ZLOO�¿QG� WKDW�PDQ\�RI� WKHP�ZLOO�DOVR�JLYH�
you their personal experience of working in a poisonous culture.

One of the most painful accounts I heard came from a friend 
who had been teaching math in the public schools for eighteen 
years. He had a stellar record of taking underachieving children 
and bringing them up to above average standards. He invested 
hours providing free tutoring to children after school. His fellow 
WHDFKHUV�DGPLUHG�KLP��$OO�ZDV�¿QH�XQWLO�D�QHZ�SULQFLSDO�DUULYHG�
DQG�KH�EHJDQ� WR�¿QG�IDXOW�ZLWK� WKLV� WHDFKHU��+LV� URRP�DSSHDUHG�
disorganized, his desk cluttered with papers. The principal gave 
him twenty-four hours to get his room and desk in order. He said 
that he had received complaints from parents about his teaching. 
Though when the teacher asked, “What complaints and what par-
ents?” there was silence. Day after day the principal harassed the 
teacher by walking into his classroom, looking around, turning 
and walking out. He told the teacher on more than one occasion, 
“You do not have a future in this school.”

7KLV� WHDFKHU� VDW� LQ�P\� RI¿FH� H[SUHVVLQJ� H[WUHPH� IUXVWUDWLRQ�
that the principal was intruding into his efforts to help the chil-
dren. “All I have ever wanted to do,” he said, “is to help these 
children succeed in life. I have poured my life into the children, 
and now this principal is making my life miserable.” This emo-
tional harassment went on for three years until the principal was 
transferred to another school and life for the teacher returned to 
QRUPDO��)HOORZ� WHDFKHUV� DI¿UPHG� WKHLU� FROOHDJXH�DQG� VDLG�� ³:H�
are so glad that you stuck it out. The children need you so desper-
ately.” I have often wondered what would have happened if the 
principal had not been transferred.

Most of us spend much of our lives at work, and for many it’s 
tough just going to work every day. Our concern in this book is to 
help those who have to deal with toxic bosses, or those who are 
ensnared in toxic organizations, and to provide insights, encour-

RISING ABOVE A TOXIC WORKPLACE
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agement, and strategies for survival. We give real-life experiences 
to expose what’s happening, and to show what some have done 
to cope, and how others have found ways to quit and move on.

At the same time, we recognize that there are lots of healthy 
ZRUNSODFHV�ZLWK� ¿QH� OHDGHUV�� DQG� LQ� IDFW�� ZH�ZRUN�ZLWK�PDQ\�
of them. We devote a whole chapter to such organizations and 
SUR¿OH� MXVW�D� IHZ�RI� WKH�JUHDW�ERVVHV�ZH�KHDUG�GHVFULEHG� LQ�RXU�
interviews.

Healthy workplaces grow from high mutual respect and sensi-
tivity to others. They are created when employees and managers 
learn how to express appreciation for positive traits and kindly 
confront each other when they are concerned about the quality 
of work being done. All of us have the emotional need to feel 
appreciated by those with whom we work. Most of us are will-
ing to admit that we are not perfect and always have room for 
improvement. We are willing to improve if those who supervise 
us are willing to show us a road that will make us more effective.

If you work in a toxic workplace, or have a friend that does, we 
KRSH�WKLV�ERRN�ZLOO�KHOS�\RX�VRUW�WKURXJK�\RXU�RSWLRQV�DQG�¿QG�
release from the intense pressure that comes from working for an 
organization or a boss who devalues people and looks only at the 
ERWWRP�OLQH��:H�EHOLHYH�WKDW��ZKLOH�SUR¿WDELOLW\�LV�D�QHFHVVLW\�LI�D�
company is to survive, it is not to be the only concern of business 
leaders. Taking people where they are and helping them develop 
their potential often brings greater emotional satisfaction as well 
DV�¿QDQFLDO�SUR¿WDELOLW\�

Working in a toxic environment day in, day out can be a  deeply 
discouraging and draining experience. We hope that both the 
insights and real stories presented here will help you—or some-
one you care about—thrive amid today’s workplace challenges.

—Gary Chapman, phd
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“Life is 10 percent what happens to me and 
90 percent how I react to it.”

John Maxwell

“Along with every conflict in the workplace 
come flags waving in the wind reading, 

‘Listen to me.’ But often all the
combatants in the room are simply

reloading their verbal guns.”
Gary Chapman

“A lack of connection between management 
and employees breeds distrust, 

cynicism, and apathy.”
Paul White



CHAPTER ONE

THE RISE OF 
THE TOXIC 
WORKPLACE

WHY SO MANY OF US ARE BREATHING

POISONS AND HATING OUR JOBS

DO YOU WORK for a toxic boss? Does your workplace feel 
poisonous?
If so, you have lots of company, and maybe this book will help 

you survive.
On the other hand, if you’ve had fairly positive work expe-

riences, you might be as surprised as we were when we asked 
friends, contacts, and extended family if they’d ever experienced 
a toxic boss or workplace. Many told us sobering, even terrible 
stories.

Like most people, we had heard of “the boss from hell,” but 
we never imagined how many in our circles would right away 
describe experiences ranging from highly frustrating to humiliat-
ing and health-threatening.

Yet we should not have been surprised. According to Gallup, 
seven of ten US workers either are “going through the motions” 
RU�À�DW�RXW�KDWH�WKHLU�MREV��%XW�ZK\"
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In our wired, globalized world, disruptive events impact mar-
kets, technology, stability—and people, as we continually see in 
the news. This upheaval batters worker morale in everything from 
manufacturing to retail to IT, from schools and local government 
to hospitals and banks. Employees struggle with economic uncer-
tainties, downsizing, and demands to do more with less. They—
we—feel overworked, underpaid, insecure, and underappreciated.

Attitudes sink into cynicism. The blame game escalates.
One professional, looking worn and defeated, told us that 

“bickering, criticism, and lack of support” had spread their poi-
son through a workplace she used to love going to. Now, she said, 
“The tension here is so thick that I hate going to work. Actually, 
right now, I hate my life.”

When a workplace becomes toxic, its poison spreads beyond 
its walls and into the lives of its workers and their families. In 
contrast, positive organizations energize and inspire their work-
ers. When forced to downsize, they try to soften reality’s hard 
edges. Their leaders know organizations thrive when employees 
thrive.

Oddly, toxic and healthy workplace cultures often boast simi-
lar mission statements. Both types cite values such as integrity, 
respect for the individual, and commitment to excellence. The 
GLIIHUHQFH�LV��SRVLWLYH�RUJDQL]DWLRQV�¿QG�ZD\V�WR�SXW�WKHLU�VWDWHG�
values into action, but toxic cultures allow personal agendas and 
other priorities to crowd out what they declare in print. Two simi-
lar organizations with nearly identical values statements might be 
dramatically different.

That’s what a young father named Bill experienced in three 
large companies in the same industry. He landed a job in company 
number one, totally green and grateful for a boss who patiently 
PHQWRUHG�KLP��%HQH¿WV�ZHUH�JRRG�DQG�WKH�DWPRVSKHUH�FROOHJLDO��
But then the company started outsourcing jobs to Costa Rica 

RISING ABOVE A TOXIC WORKPLACE
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and months later announced it was moving out of state. Because 
of family obligations, Bill couldn’t move, and for the next nine 
PRQWKV�WKH�FRPSDQ\�ZRXOG�À�\�KLP�WR�WKHLU�QHZ�KHDGTXDUWHUV�WR�
train replacements. He was given glowing recommendations to 
use in a job search.

When company number two eventually hired him, Bill was 
unaware he would soon experience the triple whammy of two 
toxic bosses in a toxic culture. Here’s how he described it:

;LEX�E�GSRXVEWX�XS�XLI�½�VWX�GSQTER]��8LI�HVMZI�

JSV�GSVTSVEXI�TVS½�XW�[EW�GVYWLMRK�XLI�PMJI�SYX�SJ�

IQTPS]IIW��3RI�HE]�[I�VIGIMZIH�E�QIWWEKI�ERRSYRG�

MRK�VIGSVH�TVS½�XW�JSV�XLI�QSRXL�ERH�XLIR��MVSRMGEPP]��

ERSXLIV�HIQERHMRK�XLEX�EPP�WTIRHMRK�JSV�SJ½�GI�WYT�

TPMIW�ERH�XVEZIP�GIEWI��-�[EW�EX�Q]�

GSQTYXIV�FIJSVI�HE[R�XS�GSQQYRM�

GEXI�[MXL�)YVSTI�ERH�EJXIV�E�JYPP�HE] Ẃ�

[SVO��FEGO�SR�EX�RMKLX�[MXL�%WME��-�[EW�

SR�WEPEV]�ERH�KSX�RS�I\XVE�TE]�JSV�XLI�

I\XVIQI�LSYVW��]IX�Q]�KVMQ�[SVOE�

holic bosses criticized me for taking a 

lunch break.

8LI�EXQSWTLIVI�[EW�EPP�EFSYX�GSQ�

TER]�VYPIW�ERH�WYGGIWW��8LI�FVIEO�

VSSQ�LEH�E�FMK�8:�TPE]MRK�SRP]�GSQ�

TER]�TVSTEKERHE��2S�TMGXYVIW�[IVI�

in the restrooms, only lists of rules 

WYGL�EW��SRP]�XLVII�TIRW�SV�TIRGMPW�EVI�EPPS[IH�SR�

]SYV�HIWO��SRP]�X[S�TLSXSKVETLW�EVI�EPPS[IH�MR�]SYV�

cubicle.

%W�-�XIPP�XLMW��MX�WSYRHW�I\EKKIVEXIH�FYX�MX�MWR X́��8[S�

EFPI�EWWSGMEXIW�[IVI�½�VIH��%RSXLIV�[MXL�E�[MJI�ERH�

“The company 
I left observed 
‘Appreciation 

Afternoon,’ and 
it got canceled 

because 
of work 

pressures!”
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OMHW�[EPOIH�SYX�MR�XLI�QMHHPI�SJ�XLI�HE]��XVEYQEXM^IH��

RIZIV�XS�GSQI�FEGO��-�[SRHIVIH�[LS�[SYPH�FI�½VIH�

RI\X��8LI�XIEQ�SJ�IMKLX�-�WXEVXIH�SYX�[MXL�[IRX�HS[R�

to my manager and me.

,ERHPMRK�E�QENSV�EGGSYRX�[MXL�RS�WYTTSVX�WXEJJ��

Q]�[SVOPSEH�XVMTPIH��FYX�Q]�FSWWIW�XSPH�QI��±;I´ZI�

RSXMGIH�]SY V́I�RSX�EWOMRK�JSV�QSVI�[SVO�²�-�KYIWW�

MX Ẃ�FIGEYWI�XLI]�HMHR X́�LEZI�ER]SRI�IPWI�XS�LERHPI�MX��

FYX�RIZIV�SRGI�HMH�-�LIEV�E�[SVH�SJ�IRGSYVEKIQIRX�

JVSQ�XLIQ��=IX�XLI]�[EVRIH�QI�XLI]�LEH�E�½PI�SJ�EPP�

my mistakes.

%JXIV�X[S�XIVVMFPI�]IEVW�-�KEMRIH�E�PSX�SJ�[IMKLX��

feared for my health and my marriage, and felt 

XVETTIH��YREFPI�XS�UYMX�FIGEYWI�-�LEH�E�JEQMP]�XS�WYT-

TSVX��=IX�XLI�HE]�GEQI�[LIR�-�ORI[�JSV�Q]�TIVWSREP�

WYVZMZEP�-�LEH�XS�UYMX��-�GEPPIH�Q]�FVSXLIV�ERH�Q]�TEW-

XSV�JSV�QSVEP�WYTTSVX�ERH�KEZI�RSXMGI�

Wonderfully, the same day a former colleague sent 

QI�E�QIWWEKI�EFSYX�E�NSF�TSWWMFMPMX]��7SSR�-�[EW�

VIIQTPS]IH�MR�XLI�WEQI�MRHYWXV]°ERH�I\TIVMIRGIH�

ERSXLIV�WXEVO�GSRXVEWX��-�[IRX�JVSQ�XS\MG�ERH�QMWIV-

EFPI�XS�[EVQ�ERH�JVMIRHP]��2S[�EX�[SVO�[I�XEPO�ERH�

PEYKL�XSKIXLIV���;I�GIPIFVEXI�TIVWSREP�IZIRXW�ERH�

TMXGL�MR�JSV�IEGL�SXLIV��3YV�FSWW�KSIW�SYX�SJ�LIV�

[E]�XS�SJJIV�LERHW�SR�LIPT��7LI�WQMPIW�EW�WLI�GSQIW�

YT�XS�E�KVSYT�ERH�EWOW��±,S[�EVI�]SY�KY]W�HSMRK#�

%R]XLMRK�-�GER�HS#²�%RH�WLI�PIEZIW�EX�½ZI�S´GPSGO��

WMKREPMRK�XS�XLI�VIWX�SJ�YW�[I V́I�RSX�I\TIGXIH�XS�TYX�

in seventy or eighty hours.

1]�RI[�GSQTER]�LEW�SR�MXW�GSVTSVEXI�GEPIRHEV�

±%TTVIGMEXMSR�;IIO�²�[LIR�MX�WLS[W�KIRYMRI�ETTVI-

GMEXMSR�JSV�IQTPS]IIW��8LI�GSQTER]�-�PIJX�SFWIVZIH�

RISING ABOVE A TOXIC WORKPLACE
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±%TTVIGMEXMSR�%JXIVRSSR�²�ERH�MX�KSX�GERGIPIH�

FIGEYWI�SJ�[SVO�TVIWWYVIW�

7SSR�EJXIV�NSMRMRK�Q]�TVIWIRX�GSQTER]�-�+SSKPIH�

MXW�IQTPS]II�WEXMWJEGXMSR�VEXMRK�ERH�WE[�Q]�RI[�

GSQTER]�[EW�VEXIH�ZIV]�LMKL��-�EPWS�GLIGOIH�SR�XLI�

XS\MG�GSQTER]�-�LEH�NYWX�UYMX�ERH��WYVI�IRSYKL��MX�[EW�

right at the bottom.

3L��LS[�-�[MWL�- H́�PSSOIH�XLEX�YT�IEVPMIV�

Bill’s experiences with these companies are similar to those of 
many we’ve interviewed—employees disillusioned and wounded 
in one workplace but encouraged and energized in another. Some 
organizations are wonderful places to work, while thousands of 
others are so dysfunctional its employees become discouraged 
and disrespected enough to walk out despite the consequences—
or desperately wish they could.

Author/consultant Annie McKee gives this description: “Toxic 
RU�GLVVRQDQW�RUJDQL]DWLRQV�DUH�ULIH�ZLWK�FRQÀLFW��IHDU��DQG�DQJHU��
The environment causes people to have physiological responses 
DV�LI�WKH\¶UH�LQ�D�¿JKW�RU�ÀLJKW�VLWXDWLRQ��+HDOWK\�SHRSOH�EHFRPH�
LOO�� ,PPXQH� V\VWHPV� DUH� OHVV� HIIHFWLYH�� &ROGV�� ÀX�� DQG� VWUHVV��
related illnesses such as heart attacks are more common. When 
you walk into a toxic organization, you can actually feel that 
something is wrong. By contrast, in resonant organizations, peo-
ple take fewer sick days and turnover is low. People smile, make 
jokes, talk openly, and help one another.”

What’s going on? Are today’s toxic workplaces inevitable?

“LIFE IS DIFFICULT.” That’s how Scott Peck famously 
began his bestseller, The Road Less Traveled. And if life is 

GLI¿FXOW��WKH�KXJH�FKXQN�RI�LW�FDOOHG�ZRUN�LV�VRPHWLPHV�WKH�PRVW�
GLI¿FXOW�RI�DOO�
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Pulitzer Prize winner Studs Terkel in his oral history master-
piece, Working��UHÀ�HFWV�ZKDW�KH�KHDUG�IURP�VFRUHV�RI�KLV�LQWHU�
viewees: “This book, being about work, is, by its very nature, 
about violence—to the spirit as well as to the body. It is about 
ulcers as well as accidents, about shouting matches as well as 
¿�VW¿�JKWV�� DERXW� QHUYRXV� EUHDNGRZQV�� �� �� �� ,W� LV�� DERYH� DOO� �RU�
beneath all), about daily humiliations. To survive the day is tri-
umph enough for the walking wounded among the great many 
of us.”

Yet work is also a source of not only sustenance but personal 
achievement and meaning. We all need work, and we’re all 
GHSHQGHQW�RQ�RQH�DQRWKHU��/LIH�LV�GLI¿�FXOW�DQG�DOZD\V�KDV�EHHQ��
yet today’s economic pressures, uncertainties, complexities, and 

social breakdowns generate endless reasons 
workplaces fail to encourage and empower 
their employees.

Chief among them is failure of leadership, 
often by high achievers unaware or uncar-
ing about their own limitations. The painful 
realities of toxic bosses are compounded by 
what researchers call “CEO disease.” The 
term describes the obvious—no one wants to 
tell the boss bad news, let alone tell him he’s 
acting like a jerk.

A manager named Ruth told us about her boss at a small com-
pany. “He had no management skills, and he was not about to lis-
ten to advice. He loved to use humiliation as a tool and provoked 
LQ¿�JKWLQJ�DPRQJ�RXU�VWDII��$W�DQ\�WLPH��LI�WKHUH�ZHUH�WKUHH�SHRSOH�
in a room, they were talking about a fourth. It was a horrible place 
to work.”

As consultant McKee pointed out, workers in such places 
develop health problems, and Ruth was no exception. “It was 

No one wants 
to tell the boss 
bad news, let 
alone tell him 
he’s acting like 

a jerk.
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consuming me,” she told us. “My blood pressure was up thirty 
SRLQWV��,�KDG�DFLG�UHÀX[��DQG�,¶G�EH�VHHLQJ�P\�GRFWRU�HYHU\�VL[�WR�
eight weeks. He told me I was doing long-term cellular damage 
to my body. I told myself, ‘This is killing me,’ yet I had no other 
job prospects.”

We’ve been talking to many employees feeling similarly 
trapped. What should a worker do? Confront? Hunker down? 
Quit?

,W�WRRN�5XWK�PRUH�WKDQ�¿YH�\HDUV�WR�H[WULFDWH�KHUVHOI��6KH�GHV-
perately needed her paycheck, so she kept enduring the abuse. 
A wise businessman from her church counseled her on how to 
ramp up her job search, but she couldn’t do much, barely getting 
through her sixty-hour workweeks.

One day she had an epiphany. At work she was demeaned 
and treated as incompetent, but everywhere else she was highly 
 valued—as a mother, a friend, a valued church leader, and a 
neighbor. “These both can’t be true,” she realized. “People I 
admire and respect value me. That’s where the truth is.”

But that didn’t lessen what the workplace was doing to her. 
Her businessman friend asked, “Are you willing to move?” Ruth 
had good reasons not to, so she said no. However, a year later 
when he asked the same question, she said yes.

Although willing to go anywhere and work at almost anything, 
nothing came of her applications and networking, and her health 
continued to deteriorate. She knew she shouldn’t quit till she had 
another job, but she asked us, “When do you say, ‘This is kill-
ing me’? When do you simply quit? I knew I’d probably lose my 
house if I did, but I came to the point of realizing that was better 
WKDQ�EHLQJ�GHDG��6R�DIWHU�¿YH�DQG�D�KDOI�\HDUV�RI�PLVHU\��,�¿QDOO\�
quit.”

Afterward, all she found was some freelance work, and it took 
her six months to regain the energy to aggressively go after a new 
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job. Happily, her networking eventually paid off and she found a 
SRVLWLRQ�D�WKRXVDQG�PLOHV�DZD\�WKDW�¿W�KHU�H[SHULHQFH�DQG�VNLOOV�

Ruth now lavishes praise on her new boss and new workplace. 
“I now feel valued and supported,” she told us. “Every day it’s a 
delight to go to work.”

Still, she suffered for years. In today’s job market, it isn’t 
always easy to move on.

WHAT’S MADDENING about so many of the stories we 
heard were descriptions of highly educated, well-creden-

tialed  leaders poisoning their organizations. We were especially 
jarred by leaders trained in psychology and interpersonal relation-
ships who used their skills to advance personal agendas.

A supervising social worker named Clayton told us of his 
¿UVW�ZRUN�H[SHULHQFH�IUHVK�RXW�RI�JUDG�VFKRRO��+H�KDG�ZRUNHG�LQ�
several human services agencies with healthy levels of common 
SXUSRVH�DQG�PXWXDO�DSSUHFLDWLRQ��EXW�WKDW�ZDVQ¶W�WUXH�LQ�KLV�¿UVW�
job as a licensed professional.

When he met the director of the small agency, Clayton thought 
the older professional would help him learn the ropes. The four 
other clinicians welcomed him and he enthusiastically started 
preparing case studies for the weekly team review. But in the 
meeting, he noticed a lot of silence from his coworkers. When 
cases were presented, the director would rush to point out what 
the clinician missed.

Here’s what happened to Clayton:

8LI�HMVIGXSV�[EW�YRVIEWSREFP]�LEVWL�[MXL�XLI�SXL-

IVW��FYX�[LIR�-�½VWX�TVIWIRXIH��LI�WSJXIRIH�LMW�GVMXM-

GMWQ��,I�IZIR�WEMH�XLI�QSVI�I\TIVMIRGIH�GPMRMGMERW�

GSYPH�PIEVR�JVSQ�XLI�RI[�KY]��-X�JIPX�[IMVH�XS�FI�LIPH�

YT�XLMW�[E]�WMRGI�-�[EW�XLI�RI[FMI�

RISING ABOVE A TOXIC WORKPLACE

20



(E]W�PEXIV�-�TVIWIRXIH�E�GEWI�[MXL�ER�YRGPIEV�

HMEKRSWMW��-�I\TIGXIH�XLI�XIEQ�[SYPH�IRKEKI�ERH�

[SVO�XSKIXLIV�XS�JIVVIX�SYX�XLI�FIWX�

ETTVSEGL��-RWXIEH��XLI�HMVIGXSV�PEMH�

MRXS�QI��EWOMRK�MJ�Q]�GVIHIRXMEPW�[IVI�

PIKMXMQEXI�ERH�LS[�GSYPH�-�GEPP�Q]WIPJ�E�

GSYRWIPSV�MJ�-�GSYPHR X́�½�KYVI�SYX�E�WMQ�

TPI�HMEKRSWMW#�-�[EW�WXYRRIH�ERH�LYQMP�

MEXIH��[SRHIVMRK�MJ�-�VIEPP]�[EW�GPYIPIWW��

- H́�RIZIV�FIIR�WS�IQFEVVEWWIH�

3ZIV�XLI�RI\X�JI[�HE]W��IEGL�SRI�

SJ�XLI�SXLIV�GPMRMGMERW�TVMZEXIP]�PIX�QI�

MR�SR�XLI�XVYXL��(IWTMXI�XLI�HMVIGXSV Ẃ�

I\TIVMIRGI�ERH�ORS[PIHKI��LI�XEYKLX�

XLVSYKL�LYQMPMEXMSR��8LI]�WEMH�MX�[EW�

WMQTP]�E�QEXXIV�SJ�XMQI�FIJSVI�- H́�FI�LMW�XEVKIX�EKEMR�

-�[EW�HIQSVEPM^IH��FYX�-�WXE]IH��XLMROMRK�-�[EW�

PYGO]�XS�LEZI�XLI�NSF�WMRGI�-�[EWR´X�ZIV]�KSSH�EX�MX��

-�EGGITXIH�Q]�VSPI�EW�ERSXLIV�EFYWIH�GLMPH�MR�XLI�

family.

7MRGI�-�HMHR X́�UYMX�EJXIV�LI�PEMH�MRXS�QI��XLI�HMVIG�

XSV�LEH�XLI�KVIIR�PMKLX�XS�ZIVFEPP]�EXXEGO�QI��)ZIV]�

QIIXMRK�[EW�TEMRJYP��;I�EPP�JIPX�VIPMIJ�[LIR�[I�

[IVIR´X�XLI�XEVKIX��FYX�JIPX�XIVVMFPI�JSV�XLI�SRI�[LS�

[EW��;I�EPP�KSX�YWIH�XS�XLMROMRK�[I�[IVI�MRITX�PSWIVW�

[LS�HMHR X́�VIEPP]�HIWIVZI�XS�FI�TEMH�

0SSOMRK�FEGO��-�GER X́�FIPMIZI�-�WXE]IH�JSYV�]IEVW��-�

QSZIH�YT�XS�WYTIVZMWSV�ERH�TVSKVEQ�QEREKIV�FYX�

HVIEHIH�KSMRK�XS�[SVO��ORS[MRK�MJ�RSX�XSHE]�XLIR�

WSSR�- H́�FI�XSPH�[LEX�ER�MHMSX�-�[EW�ERH�EWOIH�LS[�

-�GSYPH�PMZI�[MXL�Q]WIPJ�ORS[MRK�-�[EW�E�GSQTPIXI�

fraud.

“We all got 
used to 

thinking we 
were inept 
losers who 

didn’t really 
deserve to be 

paid.”
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3YV�HEQEKIH�WIPJ�IWXIIQ�OITX�YW�UYIWXMSRMRK�SYV�

ETTVSEGLIW�[MXL�GPMIRXW��YREFPI�XS�QEOI�LIEPXL]�HIGM-

WMSRW�[LMPI�XVETTIH�MR�E�XS\MG�ERH�EFYWMZI�[SVO�IRZM-

VSRQIRX��;I�JIPX�L]TSGVMXMGEP�XIPPMRK�SYV�GPMIRXW�XS�FI�

MR�GLEVKI�SJ�XLIMV�GLSMGIW��-�FIKER�XS�MHIRXMJ]�[MXL�XLI�

±[SYRHIH�LIEPIV²�EVGLIX]TI��FYX�MR�E�VIWIRXJYP�ERH�

WIPJ�PSEXLMRK�[E]��)\LEYWXIH�ERH�HIQSVEPM^IH��-�½REPP]�

hit the jobs listings.

;LIR�-�PIJX��-�KVEHYEPP]�JIPX�XLI�HEVORIWW�MR�Q]�PMJI�

PMJX��-�RS�PSRKIV�GEQI�LSQI�EJXIV�[SVO�XS�[MXLHVE[�

ERH�IWGETI°-�GEQI�LSQI�[MXL�IRIVK]�ERH�KVEXMXYHI��

1]�RI[�NSF��[MXL�E�WYTTSVXMZI�ERH�[MWI�WYTIVZMWSV��

QEHI�QI�VIEPM^I�XLI�HITXL�SJ�XLI�XS\MG�IRZMVSRQIRX�

- H́�FIIR�MR��-�GSYPHR X́�FIPMIZI�-�LEHR X́�WIIR�LS[�FEH�

MX�[EW�WSSRIV��-�HIXIVQMRIH�XLEX�RS�QEXXIV�[LEX��-�

[SYPH�RIZIV�EKEMR�WYFNIGX�Q]WIPJ�XS�E�[SVO�IRZMVSR-

ment that made me feel bad about myself.

WE EXPECT COUNSELING centers with their commitments 
to healing and their high degree of training to be commu-

nity oases. When those values are violated, it strikes us as very 
strange. Other organizations dealing with social breakdown and 
crime often hire less trained employees and sometimes the com-
EXVWLEOH�IXPHV�LQ�WKH�DLU�H[SORGH��)RU�LQVWDQFH��ZHOO�TXDOL¿HG�ZLWK�
a PhD and considerable experience, Diana just seven months ago 
became the new manager of a community’s corrections division. 
She had no idea she’d have so much to clean up. A tragic event 
had led to two investigations and the department chief, a deputy 
chief, and a unit supervisor were forced to retire.

Here’s what she told us:
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±8S\MG²�FEVIP]�FIKMRW�XS�HIWGVMFI�Q]�[SVO�IRZM�

VSRQIRX��1MWMRJSVQEXMSR��VYQSVW��ERH�KSWWMT�EVI�

QEOMRK�XLMW�XMQI�WXVIWWJYP�JSV�IZIV]SRI��(IWTMXI�

[IIOP]�QIIXMRKW�XS�OIIT�WXEJJ�YT�XS��

date and address rumors, the toxic-

MX]�QYPXMTPMIH��%�JI[�ZSGEP��HMWKVYRXPIH�

IQTPS]IIW�ETTVSEGLIH�XLI�QIHME��

[VSXI�ERSR]QSYW�PIXXIVW�XS�XLI�

QE]SV��ERH�OIIT�WTVIEHMRK�XLIMV�RIKE�

XMZMX]��)ZIV]SRI�JIIPW�XLI�XYVQSMP�

3YV�GLMIJ�[MPP�WSSR�VIXMVI��ERH�LI�

VIGIRXP]�TPEGIH�WM\�TISTPI�MR�EGX�

MRK�WYTIVZMWSV]�TSWMXMSRW��8LI]�EVI�

I\GIPPIRX�GLSMGIW��)EGL�LEW�WLS[R�PIEHIVWLMT�UYEPM�

XMIW��TSWMXMZI�EXXMXYHIW��ERH�E�WXVSRK�[SVO�IXLMG��=IX�

XLI�XS\MG�IQTPS]IIW�EVI�GSQTPEMRMRK�XLI]�[IVI�RSX�

selected and are running to HR.

Diana’s solution:

8LMW�[IIO�-�HIGMHIH�-´ZI�I\TIRHIH�QSVI�XLER�

IRSYKL�IRIVK]�ERH�XMQI�XV]MRK�XS�ETTIEWI�XLIQ��

1ER]�KSSH�IQTPS]IIW�[ERX�XS�QEOI�SYV�HMZMWMSR�E�

model for all community corrections agencies. We 

LEZI�XSS�QYGL�[SVO�XS�HS�XS�EPPS[�XLI�XS\MG�RE]WE]�

ers to control the situation.

-´Q�LSTIJYP�XLMW�VSPPIV�GSEWXIV�VMHI�[MPP�WSSR�FI�

over.

Diana is putting most of her efforts into positive initiatives and 
resourcing those who want to move forward. She’s playing both 
defense and offense, empowering those who can bring about new 
realities, and she sees light ahead.

“We have too 
much to do to 
allow the toxic 
naysayers to 
control the 
situation.”
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Yet some workplaces are so toxic, the roller-coaster ride seems 
endless and the sooner one can quit the better.

That was surely true of a businessman named Carlos. He told 
us at a previous job his two bosses would go overseas to raise a 
million dollars, and then they would come back to use half of it 
for their lifestyle of drugs, alcohol, and women. He once walked 
in on his boss and found him lining up cocaine on his desk. Of 
twenty employees, Carlos says he was the only one who hadn’t 
slept with the receptionist. Talk about a dysfunctional workplace!

However, he couldn’t immediately quit. How did Carlos 
survive? “I just did my job,” he told us. “I’m task-oriented and 
engrossed myself in my checklist of what I had to do.” As soon as 
he lined up other employment, he got out of there.

POISONOUS FUMES rise from many sources, including 
EXUHDXFUDFLHV�WKDW�IUXVWUDWH�DQG�VWLÀ�H��$ORQJ�ZLWK�WKDW��ZRUN�

ers have been telling us how hierarchy marginalizes them, with 
the promoted looking down on those left behind, and the creden-
tialed lording it over the non-credentialed.

A workplace mediator named David 
described the situation in federal military 
projects. He told us that thousands of workers 
ZLWK�VLPLODU�H[SHULHQFH�DQG�VNLOOV�¿�QG�WKHP�
selves in hierarchical environments where 
your place in the hierarchy can immediately 
stigmatize you as an outcast. “Contractors 
experience it as a brutal industry, with musi-
cal chairs, in which you’re paid a lot of 
money but you get no respect.”

David describes the hierarchy as having 
three levels: the contractors are third-class, civilian employees 
VHFRQG�FODVV��DQG�WKRVH�VWLOO�LQ�XQLIRUP�¿�UVW�FODVV��³7KH�LURQ\�LV�

“A smile or 
single word of 
appreciation 
would have 

made all the 
difference.”
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they all have pretty much the same experience, dress alike, and 
think alike. Most of the guys have served together, they’re veter-
ans, but those up a level or two in the caste system call those at 
WKH�ERWWRP�µVOLP\�FRQWUDFWRUV�¶´

Coming in with the “wrong” credentials can marginalize 
employees in many workplaces. A young father named Ted earned 
a four-year master’s degree and enjoyed a decade of success in his 
¿HOG��EXW�KH�VXGGHQO\�IRXQG�KLPVHOI�XQHPSOR\HG��$IWHU�PRQWKV�RI�
desperate searching he found a job in a local school system as a 
“behavioral interventionist,” supervising troubled teenagers.

The administration did little to train him and nothing to 
encourage him. Twice a student assaulted him, but no one cared 
or asked if he was okay. Though Ted was the only one spending 
entire days with the troubled students, he was never invited to 
evaluation meetings.

Ted told us, “I had always found my opinions sought and val-
ued, but not there. Only teachers and administrators were valued, 
with the handful of us on staff treated as inferiors. The atmo-
sphere was extremely negative, with constant talk about drinking, 
partying, and sleeping around. Invitations to the school events to 
boost employee morale went only to teachers and administrators. 
It was tough handling angry, troubled kids all day, but that didn’t 
drain me nearly as much as being snubbed by the professionals 
who never said a cheerful word, let alone an encouraging one. A 
smile or a single word of appreciation would have made all the 
difference.”

Ted worked just a year at the school and here’s how he endured 
it: “I survived by spending time with three secretaries, who were 
in the same boat. They said cheerful things; their camaraderie and 
the positive atmosphere around them would revive my spirits. I 
learned that concentrating my mind on that one oasis of friend-
liness and constructive attitudes would get me through the day. 
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They had no idea how important their encouragements and posi-
tive attitudes were to me.”

SURVIVAL STRATEGIES

LISTEN TO YOUR BODY. Ruth decided her paycheck was not as 
important as her health. Bill gutted it out day after toxic day for two 
years, gaining weight, his energies depleted. He paid a steep price 
and is still trying to physically and mentally recover. When your 
body insistently complains, seriously consider all your options.

GAIN PERSPECTIVE. Seek out someone objective and wise. 
Share the full breadth of what’s going on, and then listen for new 
ways of looking at what action steps you can take.

FACE YOUR FEARS. We all have them, and too often they lurk 
deep within, sapping our will and clouding our thoughts. Surface 
them, confront them, and ramp up courage by seeking resources 
that challenge and inspire you.

STAND TALL. Clayton was too inexperienced to know that let-
ting his toxic boss demean him would give him a green light to 
humiliate him again. In the next chapter we’ll see an employee 
¿�UPO\�FRQIURQW�KHU�ERVV�ZKHQ�VKH�UHDOL]HV�VKH�PD\�EH�KLV�QH[W�
victim. If common sense and your gut say your boss is way out of 
OLQH��¿�QG�D�ZD\�WR�GUDZ�\RXU�RZQ�OLQH�LQ�WKH�VDQG�

LEADERSHIP LESSONS

LIFE CAN BE BRUTALLY unfair, and that’s surely true of 
toxic workplaces. Even if you get out quickly, the unfairness 

can keep eating at you and your wounds may keep festering.
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It’s no accident that much has been written about the power 
and necessity of forgiveness and acceptance. Coauthor Gary 
Chapman has counseled many clients who have struggled with 
the ways they’ve been mistreated. One woman he counseled for 
two years couldn’t get past her painful experience in her com-
pany. She was a hard worker in one of America’s largest manu-
facturing companies and had risen to management. All was well 
until she got a new supervisor. Then, although she had worked 
WKHUH�IRU�WZHQW\�¿YH�\HDUV��VKH�ZDV�¿UHG��6KH�WROG�*DU\�WKLV�DERXW�
her supervisor:

-�GSYPHR X́�TPIEWI�LIV��2S�QEXXIV�[LEX�-�HMH��MX�[EW�

RIZIV�IRSYKL��-�[SYPH�[SVO�PEXI�ERH�GSQI�MR�IEVP]�

MR�SVHIV�XS�QIIX�HIEHPMRIW��FYX�EP[E]W�XLIVI�[EW�

WSQIXLMRK�QMWWMRK��%PP�SJ�Q]�GSPPIEKYIW�WE[�MX�ERH�

I\TVIWWIH�IQTEXL]�JSV�QI�

-�XVMIH�XEPOMRK�[MXL�LIV�ERH�EWOMRK�[LEX�-�RIIHIH�

XS�HS�XS�MQTVSZI��,IV�ERW[IVW�[IVI�RIZIV�ER]XLMRK�

WTIGM½G��7LI�NYWX�HMHR X́�PMOI�QI��ERH�IZIRXYEPP]�WLI�

EGGYWIH�QI�SJ�GLIEXMRK�XLI�GSQTER]��+SH�ORS[W��-�

[EW�RSX�KYMPX]��-�[SYPH�RIZIV�HS�ER]XLMRK�PMOI�XLEX��

7LI�LEH�RS�IZMHIRGI�FYX�[EW�GSRZMRGIH��7S��-�[EW�

½VIH�

That’s when she came to see Gary, and week after week he 
listened to her recount the same painful experiences of how she 
was mistreated. She once brought a former colleague with her 
who corroborated her story. Gary tried to help her process her 
pain and move on with her life, but she remained trapped in her 
resentment.

 For the next twelve years she invested all of her energy in 
talking with attorney after attorney about suing the company. She 
¿QDOO\�IRXQG�RQH�ZKR�ZRXOG�WDNH�KHU�FDVH�DQG�IRU�WKUHH�\HDUV�VKH�
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invested her money in a futile effort to “make them pay” for what 
happened.

Gary summarizes her efforts this way: “She essentially wasted 
¿�IWHHQ�\HDUV�RI�KHU�OLIH�¿�JKWLQJ�D�KRSHOHVV�EDWWOH��7KLV�LV�D�SRRU�
investment of one’s life. How I wish she could have accepted the 
UHDOLW\�WKDW�WKH�ZRUOG�LV�XQIDLU�DQG�LQYHVWHG�WKRVH�¿�IWHHQ�\HDUV�LQ�
GRLQJ�VRPHWKLQJ�VLJQL¿�FDQW�´

QUESTIONS FOR DISCUSSION

•  Have you worked in a setting you experienced as toxic?

•  If so, what about the workplace or relationships were 
unhealthy?

•  What factors do you think should be considered to decide 
if it’s time to leave an unhealthy work environment?
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