
10 BUSINESS MONADNOCK AUGUST 2014

Being a leader is fraught with 
challenges. You ask your employ-
ees to do more with less, be com-
mitted, become more efficient, get 
along with each other, be better 

time-managers, more productive, 
better problem-solvers, etc. 

Managing this can be a frus-
trating and daunting task. Why 
can’t your employees just get all 
of this and make your life easier?

In my May article for Business 
Monadnock, I explored triggers 
in the workplace and how they 
work. If you don’t catch and work 
well with your triggers, then you 
are prone to exhibit a negative ac-
tion that seeks to mitigate it. 

Sarcasm is one such action. You 
get frustrated by a missed dead-
line or mistake, and you resort to 
being sarcastic to your employee 
to make it known that you don’t 
approve. But … it’s not direct. It is 
an indirect action that leaves peo-
ple feeling negative toward you 
and the workplace. It’s just anoth-
er seed of negativity blossoming 
into a corrosive environment. 

Bullying is another negative 
team behavior that occurs in the 
workplace: Being aggressive to-
wards others via threats, insults, 
intimidation, humiliation or 
yelling. All behavior has a pur-
pose; the purpose of bullying is 
to communicate dissatisfaction 
with a result, or can be a result 
of a clash of values, personalities, 
beliefs or resources. 

Bullying is an attempt to get 
power at another person’s expense 
so the bully can feel in control; it 
is a power play. Most employees 
will take it, especially if it comes 
from the boss or manager, because 
of a fear that they can’t stand up 
for themselves, will lose their job, 
be demoted or lose pay. The bully 
feels justified in being angry and 
aggressive because the recipient 
made the mistake, missed a dead-

line, seems weak or whatever the 
situation is. “Why wouldn’t I be 
angry?” is the refrain. 

Bullying in the workplace (and 
other negative behaviors) is so 
prevalent that the Workplace 
Bullying Institute formed to 
tackle this major issue in organi-
zations. Individual, social and 
economic impacts are explored 
on its website, www.workplace-
bullying.org, as well as tips, re-
search, training, strategies and 
resources for dealing with work-
place bullying. 

In terms of leadership, one 
leader, John Yokoyama of Pike 
Place Fish Market in Seattle, calls 
the bully leadership style “com-
mand and control” or “Do it my 
way or the highway.” He knows 
this firsthand as he was a bully 
boss, until he realized that he was 
part of the problem of poor results 
and turnover in his business. 

He realized this as he began 
working with a consultant. He 
then began to practice “inside-out” 
leadership and brought this new 
awareness to his team. He started 
to turn his eyes inward and look at 
the negativity and dysfunction be-
ing perpetrated by himself by not 
managing his triggers well.  

He realized challenges in busi-
ness were always going to occur, 
and being negative and pushing 
people around was not getting 
to his employee’s creativity to 
solve the business problems; they 
were more like numbers to him 
and not creative human beings. 
When that shifted, and he be-
came more of a coach, a listener 
and sought to empower his peo-
ple, his business began to get dra-
matic and world-class results fast. 
Read Yokoyama’s book “When 
Fish Fly” to get a fuller picture of 
his transformation. 

So, what does this have to do 
with you, or the people you work 

with? Your business may be do-
ing well and your turnover low; 
does this mean there is no nega-
tivity in your culture? What is the 
impact or effect of bullying and 
other negative team behaviors 
in your workplace? What would 
it mean to manage your triggers 
(and help others manage them) 
better so that you can practice a 
different behavior that could po-
tentially unleash a positive and 
creative environment as John 
Yokoyama did? 

This requires a leader to care 
enough to take a hard look at the 
results and relationships in his 
or her purview and to be open 
to self-reflection, feedback from 

others and ongoing development. 
It takes an intense curiosity, vul-
nerability and humility to not see 
yourself in the most perfect light. 
In fact, most leaders have a better 
impression of themselves as com-
pared to what their employees re-
ally think of them. It may not be 
comfortable to realize that you are 
a bully some of the time. It took 
Yokoyama’s business several years 
to “get it,” to practice a different 
way. It may be a long haul for you 
as well, but a trip totally worth it.

One way to work with these 
questions is to ascertain your 
intentions as opposed to the im-
pact that it has on others. In the 
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case of sarcasm, sometimes the intention is to poke good clean fun at 
someone and to build a relationship through humor. But, other times, 
the intention of sarcasm is to be mean, make someone feel wrong or 
have them feel bad for making a mistake, for example.

Most often times the former type of sarcasm is met well and gels a 
team. There may be times when someone is in a bad mood and some-
thing that may not usually bother them actually upsets them; that is 
situational. But the latter form of sarcasm (and bullying) is loaded 
with negativity and creates volatility and stress. 

Is that the kind of workplace that you actually want? Think what 
could happen if all of that negative stress was unleashed into positive 
energy in your business or department. What could that mean?

In short, negative team behaviors, such as sarcasm and bullying 
have the propensity to lead to discontent, stress, health issues and so 
much more in an organization. In an ideal environment, employees 
and management would be able to articulate their negativity and chal-
lenges with each other and the organization in more respectful and 
constructive ways. 

Seek to overturn the tides of a negative culture by working on it 
within yourself first, and then coaching others to have no tolerance for 
it. A new norm can be put in place: We don’t act that way around here. 
Research shows that most often times when a bully is confronted, the 
bully backs down. 

It takes courage and persistence, but it can be done. ■
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