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Scenario 

This toxic incident centers around one employee, a fairly new employee, who has 

recently shown some behavioral traits that are starting to escalate into performance, 

communication, and morale issues. Productivity and co-workers have recently been effected 

negatively.  

As the Human Resources Director, I discuss the facts with John, the owner of the 

organization and we decide that step one is to address the issues with the employee and put the 

employee on a performance improvement plan. When meeting with Sally, we never even get to 

the performance improvement plan because she cuts people off, talks over them, is completely 

disrespectful and rude, acts hyper-defensive and blames everyone else for the situation at hand. 

After about thirty minutes of this "game" I can't even call it a discussion because it is completely 

about Sally and how she feels.  When Sally rolls her eyes at John, John ends the meeting 

abruptly, and leaves the room. Sally leaves, I stay and start to document and process what 

happened. I re-group with John a few minutes later and suggest an administrative leave. He 

agrees. We ask Sally to join us again in a meeting and explain that we are putting her on an 

administrative leave.  She reacts and tells John he is at fault and he is highly reactive and he 

needs to address his behavior. He asks her to review workload and then see me before she leaves.  

She complies hesitantly and not without complaining to another employee. She gathers her 

things and stops to see me on her way out. I request her keys and tell her we will contact her next 

Tuesday. She leaves. 
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John and I discuss changing the working relationship with Sally as she cannot seem to get 

along with others and have a simple meeting without being defensive and disrespectful. He 

expresses his concern about the gap in the team that will result. We decide to try the performance 

improvement plan again, but feel this working relationship will not work long-term. Over the 

next two days we discuss options, consulting others as necessary. John decides he wants to meet 

with her, put her on the performance improvement plan, but acknowledge a long term 

relationship is not going to work and we are going to start interviewing to fill the position. We 

prepare a release document in addition to the performance plan. The release agreement states that 

if she agrees to work and train another employee for the position, she will receive a severance. 

She must stay until a certain date.  

We call her and ask her to come in for a meeting the following morning to discuss some 

options. She is hesitant and does not say yes or no, but asks if she can get back to us at the end of 

the day.  She does not. At 7:00pm she emails and asks that another employee, who is not part of 

management, be present at the meeting.   

She appears the next morning. We sit down with her ready to discuss the performance 

improvement plan. She asks about the employee she requested being present, John explains that 

certain employee is not part of management and will not be joining us. She becomes defensive, 

talks about everything but the issues, going back to the previous discussion from the week prior, 

blaming another employee and John for the negative outcome of the meeting.  She does not take 

responsibility for her actions and does not want to accept the fact that she has exhibited behavior 

that warrants a performance improvement plan. Every time John says something, she cuts him 

off and will not let him review the plan. I intervene and tell her John is in charge, she is the 

employee, she needs to listen to him, he is running the meeting.  John is attempting to reinforce 
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organizational values and the company's guiding spirit, but reviewing these two documents is not 

being received. She asks evasive questions to avoid the matter at hand. She does complain that 

she has never seen the guiding values and the guiding spirit documents, yet she has. John reviews 

these with every new employee, they are framed on every desk and in every conference room, 

we review the values and guiding spirit at every staff retreat.  (Perhaps this conversation of 

values and ethics needs to be more frequent, so I make a note for improvement in the future.) She 

continues to argue and John ends the meeting telling her we need to continue this another time 

soon, he has a client meeting, it’s been 45 minutes and nothing has been addressed because she 

keeps talking about how she feels and that she needs to be heard and she doesn’t want to be told 

she is doing something wrong. At this point she starts to talk about her father and issues she has 

with him and she brings her personal life into the meeting. John stops her, again and tells her see 

me to schedule another meeting soon.  

I attempt to schedule a meeting with her, telling her when John is available. She says she 

is not available those times and would like to meet next week.  I tell her, "this needs to be 

addressed sooner rather than later." She argues and tells me I want to be in control of everything 

and she feels sorry for me and on and on and I respond, "this is not productive." I then proceed to 

give her a date and a time and tell her that is her meeting option. She is raising her voice and 

standing above me as she complains about how there is no dialogue and I am telling her how it is 

going to be. I walk to the door, open it and ask her to leave. She says, "no," she wants to see 

another employee. I respond with, "no" and again I ask her to leave. She says, "John said I 

could!" I tell her no again and to please leave. She asks, "why?" I tell her she is creating a hostile 

work environment and I don’t want that in our office, please leave. She says, "no." I tell her I 

will call security. I ask another employee to call security, and she starts to walk out as the 
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employee she wanted to see is walking in. Sally leaves the office, with the employee and goes 

down the hall.  Ten minutes later the employee returns, Sally has left. 

At this juncture, I amend the release agreement stating her termination date is next week, 

at the end of the pay period. Clearly, this is not going to work out how we had hoped, we cannot 

even address the behavior issues so we cannot put her on a performance improvement plan so I 

feel we just need to remove her from the environment because she has become a such toxic 

element. I send the amended release to John, discuss it briefly with him and he says he will look 

at it. I also tell him about the exchange that took place while he was in his meeting.  

We meet again and make the decision to end the working relationship because: 1) 

attempts to address the behavior issues with the employee have been unsuccessful 2) attempts to 

schedule/participate in any meetings or get work-related information from the employee have 

been unsuccessful, and 3) we do not see a reasonable resolution with this employee: we have 

given her two chances to make a change and she hasn't been open to either of those attempts. We 

need to consider the best interest of other employees and that has become the priority. Therefore, 

the solution is to terminate the work/employee relationship.  

We are prepared to communicate this to her, yet she does not show up the next day at the 

time we had discussed the previous day, before I asked her to leave. John and I call her and leave 

a message for her to please call us. We decide to send her an email with the information along 

with some instructions on signing and returning the legal document which we are going to send 

her in the mail. The email also communicates when and where to pick up her final paychecks. 

The legal document is a severance/release agreement, which, if she signs and returns, she will get 

an additional sum of money. I don't think she will sign it though and I think we will end up in 

litigation down the road.  I am not too terribly worried about it though, because we have done 
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our due diligence in every manner, everything is documented and we have witness 

documentation AND she has sent us some hateful emails, which will only serve to work against 

her, should this end up litigiously. When someone is so unstable that she cannot hold a rational 

conversation with a superior or co-workers, I really don't see any other solution. When reflecting 

and referencing my Professional Assessment materials, I have to state that the decision is based 

on organizational values and a zero tolerance policy for harassment in the workplace. "Values 

transcend both contexts and experiences. Values provide a more flexible mode of decision 

making." (Dean, Katherine W. 2008. “Values-Based Leadership: How Our Personal Values 

Impact the Workplace,” The Journal of Values-Based Leadership: Vol. 1: Iss. 1, Article 9.) 

Living the shared values and setting the example is the only way to teach others to uphold 

those values. (Kouzes, James and Barry Posner.  (2012). The Leadership Challenge: How to 

Make Extraordinary Things Happen in Organizations, 5th ed. Chapter 3.) 

In this case, leadership is "confronting a critical incident" and upholding its guiding 

values and guiding spirit at all costs. Leadership is also adhering to a zero tolerance policy of 

harassment in the workplace. This shows the stakeholders that there is a "personal commitment 

to the team and this is and will continue to boost morale." (Kouzes & Posner. 2012. chapter 3.) 

Our organization has guiding values, a code of ethics and we have a guiding spirit which 

defines our internal cultural values. We are leading and living based on these core values and 

have created a culture that is build on trust, integrity and respect. We expect our employees to 

uphold the same core values and contribute positively to the culture.  
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Stakeholders 

Employee ("Sally") Role: Client Services Manager -- Has been arguing with co-workers and 

being uncooperative as a team member. Productivity has been negatively effected.  

Concerns: Sally feels that she is not being heard, that everyone is ganging up on her for no 

reason, everyone else has behavior issues, not her, she is just reacting. She does not act 

concerned about respecting her employer, co-workers, solving any issues or keeping her job. 

Me (Shannon) Role: HR Director – is trying to address the issues at hand and give the employee 

the opportunity to make a change.  

Concerns: I am concerned about how she is affecting the other employees and how she is 

creating a toxic environment. I do not want her to be in the office any longer under any 

circumstances because it is not conducive to a healthy work climate. 

Owner ("John") Role: President of Org – is also attempting to address the issues with the 

employee and give the employee an opportunity to make a change.  

Concerns: John is concerned about the workload, other employees having to pick up slack while 

we start the recruiting process and the effects the gap will have on client service. John is also 

concerned about the fact that she is creating a hostile work environment and is somewhat torn 

but I think he realizes she needs to be released. 

Toxic Behaviors exhibited by the employee are anger, disharmony, disrespect and greed, 

to name a few. The scenario contains examples of the negative behavior exhibited by "Sally". As 

an example, when asked for cooperation on tasks, she becomes defensive and combative 

stressing that she needs her space and this is not important to her so she doesn't want to be 

bothered with it. This uncooperative attitude causes work to bottleneck and makes other 
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employees feel as though their jobs are not as important as hers and this is untrue. She is 

continually disrespectful to co-workers in this manner and when confronted by management, she 

becomes angry and extends the same disrespect, if not worse (rolls her eyes in response to 

statements, responds negatively to management requests (insubordination) and does not produce 

the items requested, which, in this case, are passwords.) She complains that she is not paid 

enough (greed) as she rants on about her needs and how her needs are not being met by the 

organization.  

The key challenges in Sally's communication is her attitude, tone, and body language. 

Her attitude is one of entitlement, her tone is condescending to co-workers and to management 

and her body language of standing over people and ranting, or leaning forward when addressing 

management in a disrespectful manner are unacceptable. When it becomes clear that Sally does 

not want to find a resolution and is incapable of holding a civil conversation with peers and 

leaders, efforts to find a working resolution stop. The priority changes because we are not 

making progress with the original plan to address behavior to give the employee the opportunity 

to make a change. The priority soon becomes removing the source of the issue before others are 

forced to face the same negative experience. Human Resources (HR) must prioritize this way to 

protect other employees.  At first, John is mainly concerned with workload and the potential gap 

a termination will create, but after HR explains that from an HR perspective, it is creating a 

hostile work environment and it needs to stop, John agrees and moves forward with steps to 

separate the working relationship. When referencing Johnson, chapter, 10, I do not see obvious 

cultural issues at play here. I believe it is rather an issue of insecurity that is not related to any 

cultural differences, but an internal issue within the employee. I do not see culture norms and 

value systems being a root cause in this case.  
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While writing this paper I am frequently referencing my notes from all of the reading and 

video resources from this course. I realize that the employee, rather than the leader is in question 

here, but that there are many areas in which we have covered that address what leadership's role 

should be when addressing organizational issues, especially toxic issues. Johnson chapter 9 

discusses creating an ethical organizational climate where leaders are to act as ethical officers. It 

touches on core ideology, codes of ethics, zero tolerance and performance. All of which are 

factors in this scenario. Values Based Leadership, Dean (2008), discusses the importance of 

leading by example and maintaining values based leadership in an organization. There are 

challenges in the workplace we face daily and the way we, as leaders, choose to handle them will 

not only effect us but the entire organization. Actions must be thoughtful, intentional and clear. 

Values and ethics must be displayed and upheld by all. In the midst of these challenges, like the 

one with Sally, we must hold firm to our values when making decisions. We must make the right 

choices: 

• Preserve principles 

• Decisions which generate respect 

• Preserve self-worth and integrity 

I think it's also important to note that the standards in which we are holding our leaders, 

is the same standard for all stakeholders. Credibility is key and constituents must believe in their 

leaders yet leaders need to have the same trust and admiration for constituents. Constituents also 

must be:  

• Honest 

• Forward looking 
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• Competent 

• Inspiring 

• Intelligent 

• Broad minded 

• Fair-minded 

Efforts to build and maintain a strong ethical climate must be supported by both 

employees and leaders. The values must be shared and the commitment to uphold the 

organizational values must be shared by all.  

I've experienced hostile and toxic environments caused by employees, some caused by 

leadership, some caused by both. I've seen the results when an ethical leader addresses a 

unethical situation and does the right thing, and I've seen leaders that ignore everything. I do not 

have all the answers, I do not know everything, if I did, I wouldn't be enrolled in this program, 

but I choose to make a positive change and that change starts with me. If I lead ethically and 

address toxicity in the workplace as an ethical officer,  then I am making a difference.  

Conclusion 

In this scenario, we've gone through the pre crisis and I've shared the crisis event and we 

are entering the post crisis stage (Johnson, chapter 11). In terms of a plan, we have upheld ethical 

principles and strategies: 

• Assumed broad responsibility- have discussed "red flags" we should have realized 

prior and should have addressed when hiring 
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• Practiced transparency- communication is key; we have nothing to hide. All 

communication is direct, clear and transparent. We haven't made any decisions 

without group input or without communicating intentions. 

• Demonstrated care and concern- we have given the employee two chances to 

work towards a solution. We have made decisions based on the best interests of 

all stakeholders. 

• Engaged the head and the heart- a lot of time and careful thought has been put 

into the decision and the process as a whole.  

• Improvise from a strong moral foundation- decisions are based on our core values 

and code of ethics; moral reasoning, group input and ethical perspectives. 

To date, Sally has signed the release agreement and returned it by email. I will process 

final pay tomorrow and follow-through on our commitments to her, ensuring everything is 

handled according to state law. We've discussed the situation, the impact, have discussed an 

interim plan with the team and are moving forward with recruiting and interviewing for the 

positon. The team supports the leadership decision and is ready to face the challenge of coming 

together and filling the gap as a team. This is not easy on anyone and that is recognized. 

Everyone is affected and everyone is considered in the decision process. Ultimately John has the 

final say, it is his company. I am pleased that he upheld the values of the organization and chose 

to protect the other employees versus exposing them to unfounded, unnecessary, and 

unprofessional hostility. I know we will get past this event as a team because our team is a 

family of caring individuals that share the same core values and value the positive, ethical 

culture in which we thrive.  
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