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Author’s Note 

This book was born out of a simple, unsettling question: Why do so many intelligent, capable 
people dread going to work not because of the work itself, but because of the people around 
them? 

Saboteurs in Suits is not about workplace drama in the tabloid sense. It's about something 
deeper, more insidious, and far more common than most are willing to admit. Across industries 
and hierarchies, toxic personalities, those driven by manipulation, dysfunction, and deep 
psychological patterns, silently erode morale, damage productivity, and ruin careers. Often, 
they do this while wearing polished shoes, carrying executive titles, or blending seamlessly 
into open-plan offices. 

This book is for anyone who has second-guessed their instincts, blamed themselves for a hostile 
work dynamic, or left a job wondering, Was it really me? 

Drawing on insights from clinical psychology, workplace behavior, and real-world 
observations, I’ve aimed to demystify how personality disorders and dysfunctional traits 
manifest in professional environments. This isn’t a diagnostic manual, it’s a survival guide. My 
goal is not to label, but to illuminate; not to pathologize, but to protect. 

If this book helps you recognize the signs, regain your footing, or simply feel less alone in your 
experience, then it has done its job. 

Here’s to clarity, boundaries, and workplaces that stop rewarding bad behavior. 

— J. Lee 
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Part I: The Workplace Battleground 

Chapter 1: Understanding Toxicity at Work 

When Pressure Turns Poisonous: How Stress Fuels Toxic Behavior in the 
Workplace 

Stress is an unavoidable element of modern work life. Across industries and job levels, it is 
one of the most common and most corrosive forces in the workplace. For many, their job is not 
just a source of income but also their primary source of chronic stress. This isn't surprising 
when you consider that the average adult spends between 50 to 75 percent of their waking 
hours either at work or thinking about work. When such a large portion of life is consumed by 
the demands of one’s job, even small cracks in an individual’s personality can be pushed to the 
breaking point. 

Studies in workplace psychology have identified several consistent sources of occupational 
stress. These include low wages, excessively long hours, a relentless demand for high 
performance, vague or shifting job responsibilities, poor management, toxic workplace culture, 
and physically or emotionally unsafe working conditions. Each of these stressors can gradually 
wear down even the most resilient employees, but for individuals who already struggle with 
personality issues, the consequences can be more dramatic and more damaging to those around 
them. 

Stress doesn’t just erode personal well-being; it also intensifies behavioral dysfunction. When 
people with underlying personality disorders are exposed to prolonged or acute stress, they 
often fail to regulate their emotions in healthy ways. Rather than managing their stress 
internally or seeking support, they may externalize it, redirecting their frustration, anger, and 
insecurity onto their colleagues. 

For example, consider a supervisor/manager with narcissistic tendencies who is under pressure 
after receiving criticism from the company’s executive leadership. Instead of reflecting on the 
feedback or attempting to improve their performance, they might defensively shift the blame 
downward. To preserve their ego and deflect scrutiny, they begin to single out a team member 
accusing them of slacking off, lacking initiative, or being the reason the team is 
underperforming. The manager may belittle the employee in meetings, nitpick their work, or 
subtly sabotage their reputation through gossip or exclusion. 

This type of behavior is not just a poor coping mechanism; it's a form of psychological 
projection and displacement. The manager is offloading their own feelings of inadequacy and 
fear onto someone more vulnerable, effectively using them as an emotional scapegoat. For the 
targeted employee, this creates a hostile and confusing environment, where coming to work 
feels like walking into a minefield. The constant fear of being humiliated, blamed, or attacked 
can lead to anxiety, burnout, and a sharp decline in performance. 

In toxic dynamics like these, workplace stress becomes a catalyst for emotional abuse. It 
transforms people into pawns in someone else's personal drama, with stress serving as both the 
fuel and the excuse for harmful behavior. What starts as pressure from the top quickly ripples 
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downward, creating a cascade of dysfunction that affects not just one relationship but the entire 
workplace ecosystem. 

Understanding how stress operates not just as a personal burden but as a relational weapon is 
essential for recognizing toxic patterns early. When we fail to address stress and its effects, we 
allow it to fester into something far more dangerous: a culture of blame, fear, and emotional 
harm masquerading as professional normalcy. 

When Power Becomes a Weapon: The Psychology and Impact of Authority 
Abuse in the Workplace 

One of the most insidious ways individuals with personality disorders damage the workplace 
is through the abuse of power. While formal authority is necessary to lead teams and manage 
operations, it can easily become a tool for control, exploitation, or psychological harm when it 
lands in the wrong hands. 

In any organization, certain roles especially at the managerial or supervisory level grant 
individuals decision-making power over others. These roles are built on trust: the assumption 
that power will be exercised responsibly, fairly, and in alignment with organizational goals. 
Unfortunately, this trust is often broken. According to a 2023 Gallup workplace report, three 
out of four employees say their boss is the most stressful part of their job. And among those 
who quit, 50% cite poor management or leadership as the primary reason for leaving. These 
numbers suggest that power misuse is not an isolated problem it is a widespread, structural 
issue. 

Subtle Exploitation and Everyday Abuse 

Power abuse does not always take the form of overt aggression. Often, it hides in subtle, 
everyday behaviors. Consider the case of a team leader at a tech startup who consistently 
assigns after-hours tasks to junior developers without extra pay. When a developer speaks up, 
they’re told, “This is just part of startup culture you’re lucky to be here.” This kind of 
gaslighting reframes exploitation as opportunity and uses job scarcity or ambition as a silencing 
tool. 

When roles and responsibilities are not clearly defined or when expectations are constantly 
changing, employees are left vulnerable. Tasks may be added without discussion, performance 
standards may be raised without resources, and complaints may be brushed aside with 
dismissive comments like “If you can’t handle pressure, maybe this isn’t the right place for 
you.” This shifting goalpost strategy creates learned helplessness, where workers stop asserting 
their rights because they believe nothing will change. 

Weaponizing Authority: Real-World Example 

In a widely publicized 2020 case, a regional manager at a global retail chain was accused of 
systematically withholding promotions from female employees while fast-tracking male 
employees with less experience. Internal complaints were dismissed for over two years until a 
whistleblower surfaced. The investigation revealed that over 60% of women in the department 
had been passed over for advancement, and morale had significantly declined, with over half 
the team resigning within a year. 
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This example illustrates how power, when exercised arbitrarily or with bias, can demoralize 
teams, drive away talent, and ultimately harm the organization’s bottom line. The cost of this 
kind of abuse goes beyond personal suffering it leads to high turnover, reduced productivity, 
and reputational damage. 

Passive-Aggressive Power Plays by Employees 

Abuse of power is not exclusive to managers. Even those without formal authority can exert 
destructive influence. Passive-aggressive behavior is a common example. An employee might 
deliberately delay completing tasks or feign incompetence to undermine a disliked coworker 
or supervisor. Others might reject every new policy or idea, not with direct opposition, but 
through constant skepticism and complaint. These behaviors are not always seen as abuse, but 
they erode productivity and create a toxic undercurrent that destabilizes team cohesion. 

Consider a mid-level employee who, feeling overlooked for promotion, begins spreading 
rumors about their manager’s incompetence, quietly recruiting others to share in their 
negativity. They avoid confrontation but steadily sabotage leadership by poisoning peer 
perceptions. While subtle, this is a form of social power abuse that can fracture trust, create 
factions, and stall progress. 

Sexual Harassment: A Chronic Form of Power Misuse 

Sexual harassment remains one of the most persistent and harmful forms of power abuse in the 
workplace. A 2021 report by the Equal Employment Opportunity Commission (EEOC) 
revealed that up to 85% of women report experiencing some form of sexual harassment at work, 
yet only a small percentage ever report it often out of fear of retaliation, disbelief, or damage 
to their careers. 

One particularly harrowing case involved a senior editor at a publishing house who preyed on 
interns and junior staff by offering mentorship in exchange for increasingly personal 
interactions. Complaints were ignored because of his status and influence within the company. 
It wasn’t until multiple women filed a joint complaint and went public that an investigation 
was launched years after the abuse began. 

This case underscores a key point: power doesn’t just reside in titles, it resides in influence. 
Harassers often exploit systems that protect them or rely on cultures that silence dissent. While 
many organizations now have policies and training in place to address sexual misconduct, 
culture change is slower. Compliance does not guarantee safety unless paired with 
accountability and a willingness to confront abuse at all levels. 

The Psychology Behind Power Abuse 

Power tends to amplify the traits a person already possesses. Studies in organizational 
psychology suggest that individuals with narcissistic, antisocial, or borderline traits are more 
likely to abuse power when given authority. These individuals often lack empathy, 
overestimate their competence, and seek control to mask their own insecurities. 

When such individuals face stress, they may double down on harmful behaviors, using power 
as a shield. For example, a narcissistic project lead who feels threatened by a high-performing 

The Thought Lounge



thethoughtlounge.com 

4 

employee may begin micromanaging them, denying credit for successes, or isolating them from 
key meetings all to reassert dominance and protect their ego. 

Abuse of power, in this sense, is not just a matter of bad behavior. It is often a psychological 
defense mechanism an attempt to restore internal equilibrium by destabilizing others. 

Still, policy alone is not enough. Power abuse in the workplace whether blatant or subtle can 
thrive in environments where leadership turns a blind eye, where toxic behaviors are 
normalized, and where accountability is absent. It is crucial for organizations to not only 
identify these behaviors but to build cultures that actively discourage them, encourage 
transparency, and protect those who speak out. 

Ultimately, power in the workplace should be a responsibility, not a weapon. When used 
ethically, it can uplift, guide, and empower teams. But when misused, it can corrode trust, 
suppress potential, and transform the workplace into a space of fear and resentment. 

The Thought Lounge



thethoughtlounge.com 

5 
 

Chapter 2: Tyrants in the Office: When Power Becomes Toxic 

The Damage Done: Why Every Workplace Needs Clear Boundaries 

Toxic coworkers and abusive managers aren't just unpleasant they’re organizational landmines. 
They degrade morale, damage mental health, and drive away talent. And despite the harm they 
cause, they remain alarmingly common. Nearly everyone has a story about that one person at 
work the one who makes meetings unbearable, spreads negativity like wildfire, or uses their 
authority to belittle, humiliate, and control. 

Why are there so many of them? And why do they seem to thrive in so many workplaces? 

Let’s break this down not just based on anecdotes, but on decades of workplace psychology 
research and real-world data. 

The Tools of a Toxic Personality 

At the core of toxic behavior lies a consistent pattern: the use of psychological manipulation to 
dominate others and preserve personal status. These individuals use tactics such as: 

• Ridicule (mocking ideas in meetings or laughing at genuine concerns) 
• Put-downs (“You’re not ready for this,” “That’s a dumb idea”) 
• Silent treatment (strategic exclusion, withholding communication or acknowledgment) 
• Verbal abuse (“You're incompetent,” “Stop being so emotional”) 
• Diminishing autonomy (“I don’t care what you think,” “Just do as you’re told”) 

These actions may seem petty in isolation, but over time, they produce psychological injuries 
that accumulate like bruises on the soul. In a six-month study tracking employees with abusive 
supervisors, researchers found two consistent outcomes: 

1. Employees under toxic leadership quit at accelerated rates 
2. Those who stayed showed declining life satisfaction, increased depression and anxiety, 

and growing symptoms of burnout 

And these effects don’t stop at the individual level they ripple through teams. 

The Hidden Cost of Abusive Behavior at Work 

The damage caused by destructive coworkers and managers is both personal and organizational. 
Victims often report: 

• Reduced job satisfaction 
• Trouble concentrating 
• Sleep difficulties 
• Chronic fatigue and irritability 
• Feelings of worthlessness 
• Clinical symptoms of depression and anxiety 
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Even those not directly targeted suffer. Bystanders, colleagues who witness mistreatment also 
experience heightened stress. Morale erodes across departments. Teams become fractured. 
Emotional safety disappears. 

Studies on workplace incivility and bullying reveal that toxic behavior leads to: 

• Increased absenteeism
• Higher turnover rates
• Decreased commitment to work
• Stifled innovation and risk-taking
• Impaired individual and team performance

Toxic individuals don’t just hurt people they cripple productivity. 

Fear-Based Cultures: How Destructive Leaders Drain Performance 

In teams led by abusive personalities or where toxic coworkers are left unchecked the culture 
shifts from collaboration to survival. Employees become cautious and withdrawn. They begin 
to work defensively, constantly monitoring their behavior to avoid blame or humiliation. Even 
when they know how to help, they hesitate to speak up. 

This is the hallmark of a fear-based culture, where fear replaces initiative, and conformity 
replaces innovation. Toxic leaders may believe they are enforcing high standards, but they are 
often sowing dysfunction, disengagement, and fear of failure. 

In such environments, employees stop volunteering ideas, stop offering feedback, and stop 
going the extra mile. Some may even retaliate in covert ways, intentionally slowing down work, 
disengaging, or undermining the organization. 

One study found that when employees worked under cold, authoritarian managers, employee 
theft increased significantly. In these cases, workers weren’t just dishonest they were reacting 
to perceived injustice. The theft became a form of psychological balancing a way to “even the 
score” in an environment where dignity had been stripped away. 

When People Stay or Go: What Determines Loyalty 

Interestingly, workplace stress doesn’t push people away by itself, toxic behavior does. 
Research shows that employees who admire their supervisors and respect their colleagues are 
more willing to put up with tough hours, long commutes, and even lower pay. 

But once a toxic individual enters the picture, that loyalty erodes. 

“When I work with people I respect, I’ll go above and beyond. But when I’m surrounded by 
toxic energy, I shut down.” 

In fact, some of the best employees, the most empathetic, thoughtful, and driven are the first to 
leave. What’s left behind is often a culture of resignation, where toxic behavior is normalized 
and repeated. 
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The Fallout for Toxic Coworkers Themselves 

Ironically, toxic individuals rarely win in the long run. While they may manipulate or 
intimidate their way into temporary influence, they usually pay the price later in their careers. 
Why? 

• Colleagues become less willing to collaborate 
• Managers lose trust in them 
• Their reputations follow them from one job to the next 

Toxic behavior creates social debt a trail of resentment, burned bridges, and emotional 
exhaustion. Over time, this social debt leads to isolation and declining support. Even if they’re 
competent at their core, the damage they’ve done to others catches up. 

Toxic personalities may thrive in environments that reward dominance, but in most 
professional settings, the cost to collaboration, innovation, and culture becomes too high to 
ignore. 

Why Every Workplace Needs a “No Toxicity” Rule 

Given the emotional, psychological, and financial toll caused by toxic individuals, 
organizations must draw a clear line: unprofessional and abusive behavior is never acceptable. 

This doesn’t just mean creating HR policies. It means fostering a living culture of respect, 
psychological safety, and accountability. Where difficult conversations can happen, where 
feedback is welcome, and where bad behavior is addressed early, not ignored until it spreads. 

Because the truth is: 

Even one toxic personality can derail the energy of an entire team. 
And if nothing is done, the damage multiplies across projects, people, and entire organizations. 

The True Cost of Toxic Individuals: What They Drain from Your 
Organization 

Toxic employees are more than just unpleasant personalities they’re organizational liabilities. 
Whether they’re in leadership roles or embedded within teams, individuals who bully, belittle, 
or manipulate others create ripple effects that impact morale, performance, health, and financial 
stability. The cost of keeping them around whether due to inertia, misplaced loyalty, or fear of 
confrontation is far greater than most organizations realize. 

Let’s break down the true, multi-layered costs that toxic behavior imposes on organizations 
across four domains: employees, the offenders themselves, management, and the broader 
organizational system. 

Damage to Victims and Witnesses 

Toxic behavior in the workplace doesn’t operate in isolation. It doesn’t just harm the person 
being directly targeted it radiates outward, affecting bystanders, teams, and the organizational 
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culture itself. Even witnessing toxic behavior is enough to trigger psychological and behavioral 
consequences that erode productivity, motivation, and mental well-being. 

Over time, this environment creates a workplace where people no longer feel safe, valued, or 
empowered to do their best work. 

Here are the keyways that toxic behavior damages both victims and observers: 

1. Cognitive Distraction 

When people work in fear, their brains don’t prioritize focus they prioritize survival. 
Employees devote significant energy to navigating around toxic individuals, suppressing 
emotional responses, and avoiding confrontation. This mental juggling act diverts valuable 
attention and energy away from actual tasks, leading to reduced performance across the board. 

2. Loss of Psychological Safety 

Psychological safety, the belief that one can speak up, take risks, and make mistakes without 
being punished or humiliated is a cornerstone of productive teams. Toxic behavior destroys 
that foundation. People become guarded. They stop volunteering ideas, hide failures, and avoid 
giving or receiving honest feedback. Without psychological safety, learning, innovation, and 
collaboration grind to a halt. 

3. Erosion of Motivation and Energy 

Toxic environments deplete emotional reserves. When every interaction feels like a minefield, 
employees begin to disengage. Passion fades, curiosity dies, and a sense of personal purpose 
becomes replaced by numb compliance or silent resentment. Over time, even high-performing 
individuals lose the will to contribute beyond the bare minimum. 

4. Mental and Physical Health Consequences 

The stress of working in a toxic atmosphere doesn’t stay at work it follows people home. 
Chronic exposure can lead to serious health problems, including anxiety, depression, irritability, 
insomnia, digestive issues, and even symptoms resembling PTSD. The longer the exposure, 
the deeper the psychological scars. 

5. Impaired Thinking and Performance 

Stress alters how the brain functions. Long-term psychological strain can impair short-term 
memory, weaken decision-making, and reduce problem-solving abilities. Employees working 
in toxic environments may appear disorganized or forgetful, not because they’re incompetent, 
but because their cognitive load is constantly overwhelmed. 

Behavioral Contagion: Victims Become Toxic Themselves 

Toxic behavior is contagious. Victims who are constantly undermined, dismissed, or berated 
may eventually adopt the same behaviors themselves becoming critical, defensive, or passive-
aggressive. This creates a vicious cycle where toxicity spreads, even among those who were 
once collaborative and respectful. 
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1. Absenteeism and Presenteeism 

Some employees cope by checking out. They call in sick more often, take longer breaks, or 
mentally disengage even when physically present. Others show up out of obligation but 
contribute the bare minimum, a behavior known as presenteeism. In both cases, the 
organization loses valuable output. 

2. Turnover and Talent Drain 

Perhaps the most visible consequence is voluntary turnover. Many employees, after months of 
quiet suffering, begin searching for new opportunities during work hours. Their departure often 
triggers others to follow especially when it becomes clear that management tolerates or protects 
toxic behavior. 

A study by the Workplace Bullying Institute found that 61% of employees targeted by 
toxic coworkers eventually quit their jobs. 

And when they leave, they often take more than just their skills, they take institutional 
knowledge, client relationships, and team cohesion with them. 

Toxicity at work is not just a “personality clash” or an interpersonal issue, it’s an organizational 
hazard. The psychological toll on victims and witnesses alike undermines performance, 
disrupts teamwork, and leads to an exodus of good people. 

The cost of allowing a toxic presence to remain in the workplace goes far beyond one person's 
bad behavior. It changes how others think, feel, and act, and it does lasting damage to your 
culture, brand, and bottom line. 

Consequences for Toxic Individuals Themselves 

At first glance, toxic individuals may seem successful. They often dominate conversations, 
manipulate power dynamics, and sometimes climb the corporate ladder at least temporarily. 
They may even be perceived as assertive or results-driven, masking their disruptive behavior 
as “tough leadership” or “no-nonsense communication.” 

But beneath the surface, the cost of toxicity catches up. Over time, the very behaviors that may 
have helped them gain influence begin to erode trust, damage reputations, and limit 
opportunities. While the effects may not be immediate, they are inevitable, especially in an age 
of increasing transparency and accountability. 

Here’s how the consequences unfold for toxic personalities: 

1. Isolation 

Eventually, coworkers stop engaging. Information that once flowed freely dries up. Toxic 
individuals are left out of important conversations, brainstorming sessions, or informal 
knowledge exchanges. Collaboration becomes strained, and relationships deteriorate. The more 
they push people away, the less effective they become as leaders or team members. 
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2. Withheld Support and Silence 

Even when help is needed, few are willing to step in. Colleagues may intentionally withhold 
key information, avoid giving feedback, or stop warning them of risks. This lack of support is 
often a quiet form of resistance, driven by fear, resentment, or distrust. As a result, toxic 
individuals find themselves flying blind, unaware of how they're perceived or what’s going 
wrong until it’s too late. 

3. Career Stagnation 

Toxic reputations travel fast especially in close-knit industries or internal networks. Once 
someone becomes known as difficult, manipulative, or abusive, opportunities begin to vanish. 
Promotions slow down. Invitations to collaborate stop arriving. Decision-makers become wary 
of putting that person in charge of others. 

In one study, employees known for abusive behavior were significantly less likely to be 
recommended for promotions or referred to leadership positions even when they delivered 
strong performance metrics. 

4. Retaliation from Others 

Toxic individuals often generate silent enemies. Over time, victims and bystanders may begin 
to push back either subtly, through acts of resistance or sabotage, or overtly, through formal 
complaints or open confrontation. These acts of retaliation create tension, expose weaknesses, 
and make the toxic person a liability rather than an asset. 

5. Exposure and Public Accountability 

In today’s workplace culture, where employee voice and psychological safety are gaining 
momentum, bad behavior is less likely to remain hidden. When a toxic individual is finally 
“outed,” the fallout can be swift and humiliating ranging from formal warnings and 
investigations to loss of status, credibility, or employment. What once happened behind closed 
doors may be documented in exit interviews, HR reports, or even social media posts. 

6. Legal and Compliance Risk 

For those whose toxicity crosses into harassment, discrimination, or abuse of authority, the 
stakes rise dramatically. Legal action, formal grievances, and investigations can lead to 
disciplinary action, lawsuits, or termination. In some cases, organizations may be held liable 
for failing to intervene, making the toxic employee a legal and financial risk to the company 
itself. 

7. Long-Term Career Damage 

A toxic reputation is hard to shake. Even if the individual changes companies or industries, the 
stories often follow. References may be vague or quietly negative. Hiring managers may view 
them as risky. Peers may hesitate to engage or trust them. In competitive fields, a history of 
toxic behavior becomes a career ceiling, no matter how competent they are. 
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The truth is: Toxic behavior is not a sustainable strategy for success. It might yield short-term 
influence, but the long-term cost is professional isolation, reputational damage, and stalled 
growth. In environments that increasingly value collaboration, emotional intelligence, and 
psychological safety, there’s less and less room for people who destroy trust. 

As companies become more data-driven and culture-conscious, those who harm team dynamics 
are more likely to be seen not as leaders, but as risks to manage or remove. 

Managerial Burnout and Organizational Strain 

One of the most underestimated costs of tolerating toxic behavior in the workplace is the toll it 
takes on managers and leaders. While much attention is given to the victims of toxic employees, 
few realize just how much emotional labor, strategic distraction, and operational chaos these 
individuals create for those tasked with overseeing them. 

Managing around toxicity becomes a full-time job, one that diverts attention from high-value 
leadership responsibilities like developing talent, driving innovation, and steering the 
organization toward growth. 

Below are the hidden and often invisible burdens toxic employees place on leadership: 

1. Time Spent Managing Emotional Fallout 

Leaders often find themselves playing counselor and crisis manager, calming down distressed 
team members, mediating conflicts, and addressing morale issues. The emotional ripple effect 
of one toxic person can infect entire teams, creating interpersonal tension and emotional fatigue 
that managers must constantly defuse. 

Instead of focusing on team development and performance optimization, managers become 
emotional firefighters, putting out flames that one employee continues to ignite. 

2. Damage Control with External Stakeholders 

Toxic behavior rarely stays contained within internal teams. Vendors, clients, contractors, or 
collaborators who interact with the problematic individual may also experience disrespect, 
miscommunication, or hostility. This forces managers to conduct damage control externally 
apologizing, smoothing relationships, and reassuring stakeholders that the situation is being 
handled. 

This not only strains professional relationships but also damages the company’s credibility and 
weakens external trust in the leadership team. 

3. Team Reorganization and Restructuring 

In an effort to contain the damage, managers often reshuffle teams, transferring employees 
away from the toxic individual, adjusting reporting lines, or changing project assignments. 
These reactive changes can destabilize teams, delay initiatives, and create confusion, especially 
when the same reshuffling occurs repeatedly over time. 
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What begins as a workaround becomes a structural problem, where team cohesion is lost and 
strategic continuity suffers. 

4. Recruitment, Replacement, and Training Costs 

Eventually, both the toxic individual and their victims may leave the organization voluntarily 
or otherwise. This triggers a costly replacement cycle, including: 

• Lost productivity during vacancies 
• Time spent interviewing and onboarding new hires 
• Additional training to rebuild trust and culture 
• Institutional knowledge lost with departing employees 

Worse, when high performers quit in response to toxic environments, the organization pays 
twice: once for losing them, and again to replace them with someone who may take months (or 
years) to reach the same level of performance. 

5. Leadership Burnout and Disengagement 

Perhaps the most dangerous hidden cost is what happens to the managers themselves. Leaders 
responsible for managing around toxicity often experience: 

• Emotional exhaustion 
• Decision fatigue 
• Growing resentment toward HR or upper management if they feel unsupported 
• Loss of motivation and purpose 
• Disengagement from leadership responsibilities 

Over time, even the most resilient leaders begin to feel like glorified babysitters, spending their 
energy containing dysfunction rather than building culture, fostering excellence, or driving 
results. 

For every hour a toxic employee is allowed to operate, leaders may spend several hours 
managing the consequences emotionally, politically, and operationally. 

The cost of tolerating toxic behavior doesn’t end with the victims, it flows directly to the leaders 
charged with maintaining performance, morale, and cohesion. For managers, toxic employees 
represent not just a behavioral issue, but a strategic threat that diverts leadership bandwidth, 
increases attrition, and undermines organizational integrity. 

Leadership is already a high-pressure role. Adding the burden of toxic damage control not only 
leads to burnout, but it also undermines the very foundation of effective management. 

HR and Legal Costs: The Hidden Financial Drain of Toxic Employees 

When organizations tolerate toxic behavior, they don’t just face cultural or operational setbacks 
they open the door to significant legal exposure and administrative burden. Managing toxic 
individuals often triggers a cascade of compliance obligations, policy enforcement actions, and 
high-cost interventions that weigh heavily on HR departments and legal teams. 
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These are not just soft costs. They include measurable financial expenses and resource-
consuming distractions that slow down business progress and strain internal systems. 

Here are the most common and costly consequences organizations face when they fail to 
address toxicity early: 

1. Mandatory Training and Remediation Programs 

In an effort to reform problematic employees (particularly those in leadership), companies 
often invest in: 

• Anger management programs 
• Harassment prevention training 
• Conflict resolution workshops 
• One-on-one executive coaching 

While these initiatives are sometimes effective, they are costly and time-consuming. More 
importantly, they are reactive measures often deployed only after significant damage has 
already occurred. 

2. Legal Representation and Compliance Risk 

Toxic individuals frequently become the subject of formal complaints, internal investigations, 
or external lawsuits. As a result, HR departments and legal teams must engage internal counsel 
or contract outside legal experts to handle: 

• Documentation of behavioral patterns 
• Investigations into misconduct 
• Mediation sessions 
• Defense preparation for litigation 

These efforts consume hundreds of hours and drive-up legal fees significantly, especially in 
complex cases involving discrimination, harassment, or retaliation. 

3. Settlement Payments and Court Awards 

When organizations fail to take swift or appropriate action, victims may pursue legal remedies. 
This leads to: 

• Financial settlements to resolve disputes privately 
• Court-ordered payouts after successful employee lawsuits 
• Reputational damage from high-profile cases 

According to the U.S. Equal Employment Opportunity Commission (EEOC), businesses paid 
more than $68 million in workplace harassment settlements in 2023 alone. And that figure only 
accounts for formal settlements it does not reflect the hidden cost of internal arrangements or 
reputational fallout. 
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4. Counter-Litigation by Toxic Employees 

Sometimes, the situation flips. When a toxic employee is disciplined, demoted, or terminated, 
they may retaliate by filing a wrongful termination claim or alleging discrimination, especially 
if they belong to a protected group. 

Even if the organization has followed policy and documented each step, the cost of defending 
against these lawsuits both financially and reputationally can be substantial. HR teams must 
then navigate the delicate balance between protecting the company and maintaining internal 
fairness. 

5. Health Insurance and Mental Health Claims 

Toxic environments are not just emotionally exhausting they can trigger long-term 
psychological harm for affected employees. As stress, anxiety, and burnout escalate, so do: 

• Mental health consultations 
• Extended medical leaves 
• Insurance claims related to stress-induced illnesses 

This increases the overall cost burden on employee health benefit programs and may even 
result in higher premiums during insurance renewals. 

6. Hiring of External Consultants and Crisis Teams 

When internal HR teams lack the capacity or neutrality to manage escalating conflict, 
companies often bring in third-party consultants, coaches, or investigative professionals. These 
experts may be asked to: 

• Conduct climate assessments 
• Interview team members confidentially 
• Lead restorative justice efforts 
• Facilitate leadership restructuring 

While sometimes necessary, these services can run tens of thousands of dollars, depending on 
the scope of work and seniority of those involved. 

When toxic behavior is left unaddressed, the cost to HR and legal operations becomes 
unavoidable and staggeringly high. What starts as “just one difficult employee” can quickly 
become a resource-draining vortex involving: 

• Legal liability 
• Public relations risks 
• Policy revisions 
• Staffing disruptions 
• Increased insurance premiums 
• Declining employee trust in leadership and HR 

These are costs that most organizations never see on a balance sheet but they feel them in every 
department, every week. 
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The better strategy? Address toxic behavior early, document patterns clearly, and create a 
culture where respect and accountability are non-negotiable. 

Systemic Damage to the Organization 

Toxic individuals don’t just harm people, they damage the systems that keep organizations 
healthy, innovative, and competitive. When toxic behavior is allowed to persist, the effects 
seep into the organization’s culture, performance, and external reputation. 

Over time, toxicity becomes normalized. What once seemed unacceptable is tolerated or worse, 
rewarded. The result is not just individual harm but a gradual breakdown of the very fabric of 
the organization. 

Here are the broader consequences that unfold when toxic individuals are left unchecked: 

1. Breakdown of Innovation 

Psychological safety, the confidence to speak up without fear of humiliation or punishment is 
essential for creativity, experimentation, and problem-solving. Toxic individuals erode that 
safety. When employees fear ridicule, retaliation, or character attacks, they stop contributing 
bold ideas, avoid voicing concerns, and play it safe. Innovation doesn’t just stall, it suffocates. 

In such environments, organizations fall behind. Creative thinkers either self-silence or walk 
out the door. 

2. Reduced Collaboration and Rising Silos 

When toxicity goes unaddressed, trust breakdown between departments, teams, and individuals. 
People begin to hoard information, avoid cross-functional collaboration, and focus solely on 
self-preservation. Silos emerge not just from poor structure, but from fear and fractured 
relationships. 

The result? Teams that should be aligned begin to compete, clash, or isolate themselves, leading 
to inefficiency and disjointed execution. 

3. Decline in Discretionary Effort 

Discretionary effort the extra energy, creativity, and care employees give beyond their required 
tasks disappears in toxic workplaces. People stop volunteering for new initiatives, disengage 
from long-term goals, and do just enough to avoid punishment. 

The organization enters a dangerous state of “quiet quitting,” where work continues on the 
surface, but commitment and care vanish underneath. 

4. Reputation Loss Among External Partners 

Toxicity doesn’t stay hidden. Freelancers, consultants, vendors, and clients who interact with 
toxic teams often recognize dysfunction quickly. Word spreads. Contracts are not renewed, 
referrals stop coming in, and the company begins to lose its standing in the industry. 
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In professional circles, reputation is currency. A toxic internal culture can quickly become a 
brand liability. 

5. Increased Fees from Vendors and Contractors 

Vendors and contractors exposed to toxic managers or teams often respond in the most rational 
way possible: they raise their rates. This “combat pay” reflects the emotional and operational 
challenges of working in a dysfunctional environment. 

Whether it’s billing extra hours for conflict resolution or charging premiums to deal with 
difficult personalities, the cost of doing business rises and external partners become less willing 
to go the extra mile. 

6. Loss of Top Talent 

High-performing employees are often the first to leave a toxic culture. They recognize 
dysfunction early, have more options, and are less willing to tolerate an environment that stifles 
growth and damages well-being. 

Younger professionals are quicker to abandon toxic environments, prioritizing values, work-
life balance, and psychological safety over job security. 

Over time, the organization is left with a shrinking pool of disengaged, risk-averse, or 
underperforming employees, while its most promising talent walks out the door. 

7. Retaliation and Internal Sabotage 

Perhaps one of the most dangerous outcomes is when victims of toxic behavior feel so 
mistreated and unsupported that they begin to push back not just against the toxic individual, 
but against the organization itself. 

Forms of retaliation may include: 

• Leaking sensitive internal information 
• Undermining team goals 
• Spreading negative reviews on public platforms 
• Quietly sabotaging operations or compliance 

These actions may not be obvious at first, but they damage the organization from within and 
can take years to repair. 

Toxic individuals are not just difficult personalities they are organizational risks. The longer 
they remain in the system, the more they erode collaboration, drive out top talent, and infect 
the culture with fear and distrust. 

If left unchecked, their impact extends far beyond individual conflicts and enters the realm of 
systemic dysfunction, crippling innovation, damaging reputation, and draining resources. 

Every organization must ask: 

The Thought Lounge



thethoughtlounge.com 

17 

“Are we designing a culture that enables excellence, or one that tolerates toxicity at the cost of 
everything else?” 

The Power Problem: When Toxicity Hides Behind Authority 

Research in social psychology consistently shows that gaining power can alter how individuals 
think, speak, and relate to others. When someone rises in the hierarchy, they often begin to: 

• Talk more and listen less: Dominating conversations becomes a way to assert control.
Input from others especially those perceived as “lower rank” is dismissed or ignored.

• Take credit for others’ work: Power can create a distorted sense of self-importance,
leading some to see team accomplishments as their own.

• Ignore junior voices: Those in authority may stop seeking feedback or fail to recognize
the contributions of less senior team members.

• Dismiss emotions and subtle cues: As empathy diminishes, powerful individuals may
overlook discomfort, disengagement, or social distress among their colleagues.

• Prioritize their own convenience over team health: Deadlines, recognition, and
workload distribution begin to reflect personal agendas rather than shared goals.

This shift is not merely anecdotal, it’s well-documented in behavioral science. 

A 2006 study by Dacher Keltner and colleagues found that individuals in positions of power 
showed reduced ability to accurately interpret others' emotions and were more likely to act 
impulsively or unethically.  

Further research from UC Berkeley and Stanford has shown that powerful individuals are 
more likely to overestimate their competence, interrupt others, and engage in risk-taking 
behavior. 

Power Corrupts but Also Reveals 

The well-known phrase “power corrupts” holds a psychological truth: power can dull empathy, 
inflate ego, and encourage dominance. But in many cases, power doesn’t just corrupt, it reveals. 
It brings latent traits to the surface. Individuals who were already insecure, aggressive, or 
narcissistic may feel emboldened to act without restraint once they gain authority. 

And because toxic behaviors often come wrapped in results such as fast execution, 
assertiveness, or “tough calls”, organizations may unintentionally reward dysfunction, 
mistaking it for leadership. 

The Organizational Blind Spot 

The greater danger is that many organizations are slow to confront toxicity when it wears a suit 
of power. Senior leaders may protect the toxic actor, especially if that person appears to deliver 
strong outcomes or holds key client relationships. HR may hesitate to intervene. Complaints 
may be minimized or buried under politics. 

This leads to a dangerous precedent: 

Toxicity becomes tolerated, as long as it comes from the top. 
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Once this message spreads, trust collapses. Employees learn that psychological safety is 
conditional. Respect is optional. And performance is valued more than ethics or wellbeing. 

Authority Without Accountability Breeds Harm 

Power is not inherently toxic. But when unchecked power combines with low empathy and 
high ego, it creates an environment where abuse can thrive behind titles, influence, and 
perceived success. 

For organizations to be truly healthy, they must reject the idea that leadership means control 
and instead embrace the idea that real authority comes with responsibility, empathy, and 
transparency. 

Because in the end, no title is worth the cost of a culture that enables harm. 

Levelling the Field: How Reducing Power and Pay Gaps Improves 
Performance 

While unchecked power can corrode empathy and fuel toxic dynamics, there’s a powerful 
antidote that’s often overlooked: equity. Specifically, organizations that take steps to reduce 
hierarchical distance and pay disparity tend to see far-reaching cultural and performance 
benefits. 

Flattening the power structure doesn’t mean eliminating leadership it means creating a culture 
where everyone’s contributions are valued, communication is mutual, and authority is earned 
through trust and respect, not just title or compensation. 

The Hidden Power of Pay Equity 

When organizations minimize the pay gap between the highest- and lowest-paid employees, 
they foster a deeper sense of fairness, cohesion, and psychological safety. These dynamics 
aren’t just good for morale they directly impact business outcomes. 

Research shows that flatter pay structures correlate with: 

• Improved financial performance: Employees who perceive fairness in compensation 
are more invested in the organization’s success. Their discretionary effort increases, 
and so does productivity. 

• Higher product and service quality: Teams with low internal inequality tend to 
collaborate more effectively, leading to fewer errors, better design, and faster problem-
solving. 

• Greater research and innovation output: In academic and corporate R&D settings, 
flatter hierarchies allow ideas to flow more freely. People are more willing to share and 
test unconventional thinking. 

• Better win-loss records in team-based environments: From sports teams to cross-
functional business units, reduced power differentials improve coordination, shared 
accountability, and resilience under pressure. 

• A stronger sense of trust, fairness, and shared purpose: Employees are more likely to 
feel seen, heard, and valued when status differences are minimized. 
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The Data Speaks 

A 2022 study from the London School of Economics found that companies with flatter pay 
structures had: 

• 23% higher employee engagement 
• 17% lower voluntary turnover 
• Stronger team cohesion and communication 
• Greater willingness among employees to report misconduct or raise concerns 

In essence, reducing inequality doesn’t just promote harmony, it strengthens the backbone of 
organizational integrity. 

Cultural Side Effects of Equity 

Beyond performance, reducing power and pay disparities creates subtle but powerful cultural 
shifts: 

• Meetings become more inclusive 
• Junior team members speak up more 
• Feedback becomes bi-directional 
• Leaders are held accountable without fear or resistance 

These cultural norms are the foundation of a resilient, adaptive, and ethical workplace, the kind 
where toxic behavior struggles to survive. 

Equity as a Strategic Advantage 

Many organizations treat pay and power as private, untouchable topics. But the truth is: 
inequality affects everything from trust and retention to innovation and brand reputation. 

By intentionally reducing disparities, companies not only dismantle toxic structures, they 
unlock sustainable performance, deeper engagement, and a culture of mutual respect. 

In an era where employees crave purpose, transparency, and belonging, equity isn’t just a moral 
imperative, it’s a competitive edge. 

The Price Is Too High 

Toxic individuals regardless of their title, credentials, or performance do far more than disrupt 
the emotional atmosphere of a workplace. They cost organizations in every dimension that 
matters time, talent, trust, reputation, innovation, and money. 

And when these individuals hold positions of power, the damage doesn’t just double it 
compounds. Their behavior is harder to challenge, easier to justify, and more likely to be 
protected by flawed systems or political blind spots. 

Every leadership team must eventually face the uncomfortable but essential question: 

“How much are we losing by allowing this person to stay?” 
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The answer is rarely trivial. In most cases, the cost of inaction in legal risk, attrition, missed 
opportunities, lost morale, and eroded culture is far greater than the temporary discomfort of 
letting a toxic individual go. 

When Personality Disorders Drive Organizational Dysfunction 

In many cases, toxic behavior in the workplace is not just a matter of poor attitude, it may stem 
from underlying personality disorders such as narcissistic, borderline, antisocial, or obsessive-
compulsive traits. These conditions often lead to: 

• Heightened conflict and interpersonal tension 
• Manipulative power plays and gaslighting 
• Chronic indecisiveness or over-control 
• Emotionally volatile team environments 

When left unaddressed, these behavioral patterns trigger cascading dysfunction across 
departments. They destroy psychological safety, force managers into constant cleanup mode, 
and drain the organization’s energy from its core mission. 

Studies estimate that workplace disruptions stemming from personality disorders can cost 
companies millions in lost productivity, turnover, and litigation. 

Litigation: A Growing and Preventable Cost 

One of the most visible and expensive consequences of toxic behavior tied to personality 
dysfunction is the rise of prolonged, complex, and costly legal disputes. Whether it’s 
allegations of harassment, discrimination, retaliation, or hostile work environments, the pattern 
is the same: 

• Conflict escalates 
• Documentation is murky 
• Leadership hesitates 
• HR scrambles 
• Legal bills pile up 

What began as a manageable behavioral issue becomes a corporate crisis, sometimes playing 
out publicly, damaging the company’s brand, investor confidence, and internal trust. 

The Final Cost 

What’s the true cost of a toxic individual? 

• The brilliant developer who quits silently because her manager belittled her in meetings. 
• The rising leader who burns out from cleaning up emotional messes left by an 

unchecked executive. 
• The creative team that stops innovating because no one wants to get shouted down again. 
• The vendor or client who walks away, citing “misalignment,” when in reality they 

couldn’t tolerate the dysfunction. 

These are the invisible invoices that organizations pay every day until they decide not to. 
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Culture Is Built by What You Tolerate 

Toxicity is not just a people problem. It’s a leadership decision. 

What you tolerate becomes your culture. What you ignore becomes your brand. And what you 
protect whether it’s empathy or ego determines your future. 

So, the real question isn’t just “What is this person doing to others?” 

It’s: 

“What are we allowing them to do to us all?” 

And that answer when seen clearly makes the next step obvious. 
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Part II: The Toxic Personality Types 

Chapter 3: The Narcissist Schemer 

Understanding Narcissistic Personality Disorder 
Recognizing the traits of narcissistic individuals can go a long way toward reducing the stress 
of dealing with them. The first mistake many people make is expecting narcissists to behave in 
rational, cooperative, or empathetic ways. But these expectations only lead to frustration and 
confusion. Narcissists operate by a different emotional logic, one that centers entirely on self-
image, validation, and control. 

At first, your interactions with a narcissistic coworker may seem pleasant, even impressive. 
Narcissists often distinguish themselves early on through charm, energy, and ambition. They 
work hard not necessarily to serve the organization, but to elevate their own image and advance 
personal goals. They can be highly skilled at impression management, making themselves 
appear indispensable, visionary, or even heroic. 

This is what makes them easy to hire and difficult to manage. 

The Mask and the Reality 
Beneath the polished surface, narcissists are often rude, self-serving, entitled, and dismissive. 
They demand special treatment while offering little in return. Their default mode of interaction 
places their needs, discomforts, and desires above everyone else’s. If they’re hungry, frustrated, 
or bored, they expect others to accommodate them immediately. And when others fail to 
respond, they often lash out with verbal abuse, blame, or emotional manipulation. 

Despite often boasting of their social networks, narcissists rarely maintain close, long-term 
relationships. Their personal connections tend to be transactional and shallow, centered around 
usefulness rather than mutual care or respect. 
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