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A Positive Choice:  Addressing Negativity in the Workplace

by Rick Van Drisse

As we go through life we encounter many people and a variety of personalities.   Many people bring us pleasure and goodwill but some people seem to infect our excitement and discourage us. It is exciting and scary to anticipate and plan for the future.  We can’t wait to get a job and earn a wage.  We look forward to doing something we like and making new friends.  The one thing we don’t anticipate is that some times, dark clouds lurk around the corners of our workplace in the form of negativity.

What is workplace negativity and what does it actually mean?  Workplace negativity is nothing more than fear.  Fear of many things such as of job requirements and expectations, of change, and also fear of what may happen.  In other words, negativity often hides either a sense of low self-confidence or self-esteem or a dread about things that might happen.  When your supervisor asks you to do a job that you are unfamiliar with, your first reaction may be, “Why is he/she asking me to do this?  I have no idea what to do and does he/she realize how long this will take me? This is ridiculous!”  You’re upset!  Almost instantly you begin to be negative towards your supervisor and you share your negative feelings with co-workers whether they want to hear it or not.  You’ve allowed yourself to be overcome by job fear and you turned it into negativity often without thinking about it or realizing it.  By allowing this to happen, you begin to get in a negative habit, one that affects the job environment and can be contagious.  Nothing can affect an organization or individuals’ morale as fast as workplace negativity.  People who are negative seem to drain the life out of new ideas and the positive spirit from initiatives, and they can drag those who are enthusiastic, down.   

So how does a supervisor or co-worker deal with negativity in the workplace?  People who are fearful or negative about their jobs often experience low self-esteem.  A supervisor can help those people feel good about themselves and build confidence through positive, genuine, reinforcement and praise.  We are resistant to change and to new things but with support and without criticism, employees can operate outside their comfort zone. Knowing and recognizing how the person with low self-esteem anticipates the worst and becomes negative will allow you to be more patient and understanding.

Negativity is also present when employees look at a glass as half-empty instead of as half-full.   As a supervisor, you may want to enlist co-workers’ cooperation in wiping out negative comments and attitudes.  However, when negativity has gone on for a long time it is extremely difficult to change.  Negativity protects people from being aware that they lack self-confidence.  Negative persons devalue others; some people seem to thrive on a daily shot of adrenalin negativity. Negative people find it hard to change and will usually not easily embrace positive change.  Lets look at a few ways that can work fairly well with persistence and patience.  

The first step to change your environment is to recognize negativity. You have to want to see it and not close your eyes to it.  When you allow negativity to exist, you cultivate an unhappy and unhealthy place to work.  It is important to address it.  Never blame an entire team for the negative behavior or unacceptable performance of one member.  You must hold the person, or people who are negative, accountable for their actions; by not doing so you will see its effects on others.  The old saying that your team will work only as hard as its lowest performing member holds true for the most negative people on your team.  If you expect everyone to be positive and perform at a high level, then you as a supervisor must deal with negative problems individually on a case-by-case basis.  

I cannot stress enough how important it is to be honest and sincere with the people you work with on a daily basis.  If you want people to change, you must first get them to buy into what you are selling.  I’ve often heard employees say things like, “It doesn’t matter”, or “I don’t care”, or “Nothing ever gets done anyway!”  That’s classic negativity!   Start by showing them you care and will point them to campus and community resources.  You may be able to offer books, an opportunity to attend a seminar, the chance to utilize EAP services or you can show them you care by lending support, time and effort to make things better.  They will begin to follow you and morale will improve.

In addition, it is important to focus on behavior, not on the personality of the individual(s) you’re dealing with. Set up a time to meet individually and privately with the employee.   Identify the negative behavior in specific behavioral terms and discuss its impact on the team and the work environment.  Be patient and listen to the negative employee’s comments and problems as most of the time they will appreciate that someone is willing to hear them out. Take those comments seriously, they may provide sensitive and accurate feedback to you.   Ask them for their response and for a solution and help them to understand you want to help them better themselves and others. Agree on a time frame for each step.   Remember there isn’t a one-time solution but addressing negativity is a step-by-step process.  To be effective, you will probably do a lot of listening and communicating on a daily basis.  

I believe the single most critical point in dealing with all kinds of personalities is to be able to listen and communicate effectively.  Most negative people feel that nobody cares about them, their problems or their work environment.  Open communication is central in a “positive” workplace. You must encourage discussion and in so doing model readiness to talk. It is not enough to put things in writing, nor is the message, “Do as I say, not as I do” going to work.  Action and words must match up. Set up regular meeting times with employees and listen to them.  Show them you genuinely care and will take a personal and professional interest in them and watch the morale and positive environment increase dramatically. 

Rick VanDrisse is the Craftsworker Supervisor for the Mechanical Trades in Facilities Management here at U.W. Oshkosh .After 15 years as the campus H.V.A.C. Steamfitter, he was promoted to his present position in December of 2001. 

A Quotable Quote:

“Opportunity is missed by most people because it is dressed in overalls and looks like work.”  Thomas A. Edison (1847 - 1931)
“Mental health conditions are the number one health-related reason for lost productivity at work and number two for absenteeism, according to a recent survey of large companies by the non-profit Institute of Health and Productivity Management.” (Monitor in Psychology. October , 2002, Volume 33 • Number 9)

Book Review

Leadership on the Line: Staying Alive Through the Dangers of Leading

Authors: Ronald A. Heifetz and Marty Linsk, 

   Harvard Business School Press, Boston, MA.2002

“Every day the opportunity for leadership stands before you,” opens the introduction of this easy reading, practical and recently published book on leadership. Leadership on the Line is written for the manager, supervisor or the wanta-be leader aware of the dangers of the role and wanting a better idea how to manage them in a positive and productive way.  Heifetz and Linsky’s style is refreshing because compassion for people is very much present throughout the discussion.  The book is clearly written, candid, warm and acknowledges the rigorous forces that exist in workgroups while providing specific insights about how to define and use yourself in the role of leader.  More so, the authors speak not only about what they call the “technical” aspects related to getting the job done, but the “adaptive” that is, the values, resistance, and underlying forces in groups that can bog leaders down, issues that can pervade a workplace. One thing that Heifetz and Linsky point out is how our values are central to our work and change affects those values and may mean that people must accept loss of what is familiar and held as dearly as their own self-image.  

Experiencing leadership involves helping organizations and communities figure out what, and whom, they are willing to let go.  So it becomes critically important to communicate in every way possible the reason to sacrifice – why people need to sustain losses and reconstruct their loyalties. (p.94)

The authors approach the problems of leadership with enthusiasm and with heart, advocating that a leader needs to season his or her interventions with reflection about one’s own shortcomings as do all members of the group.  In order to better understand the big picture they suggest you practice seeing from the “balcony” a stance beyond your own personalized position, and be able to move smoothly and effectively from “balcony to dance floor” and back again being both participant and observer at once. 

Leadership on the Line is not designed to be a self-help book.  It is not gimmicky.  The authors are seasoned in organizational development as consultants, teachers and trainers, (John F. Kennedy School of government at Harvard University) and they illustrate their ideas throughout the book with examples from government, politics and business, touching at times on gender issues but not going in to depth about them.  

This is a book for anyone wanting pointers about leadership and organizations without having to work terribly hard to understand it.  The authors note that the word “compassion” means “to be together with someone’s pain: the prefix “com” means “together with” and the word “passion” comes from the root of the word “pain” (p.235).  Pain and passion are indelibly intermingled in leadership.  They comment in closing that “when you lead, you cannot help but carry the aspirations and longings of other people” (p. 235) and therefore heart is an anecdote to the “numbing” of leaders and suggests that “at its best, leadership is a labor of love” (p.223). 

Upcoming Events

EAP Brown Bag Seminars

Spring 2003

Ever Blinking VCR Clocks and Other 21st Century Horror Stories

Ann Marie Johnson, Ph.D.

Thursday, February 20th, 2003 

11:30-1:50PM

IDEA LAB

Frustrated by the VCR, email, cell phones, and your computer? Wish to

return to the early days of the 20th century when a desktop was made of

wood, a mouse was meant to be caught in a trap, and clocks were set

just by twisting a few knobs? Join us for some tips on surviving,

overcoming, and sometimes just ignoring the 21st century without fear.

And find out that even the “experts” might not know how to set a VCR or

use a cell phone.

Healthy and UnHealthy Conflict in Relationships

Ann Malain, Ph.D.

Wednesday, March  12th, 2003

12:00 to 1:00PM  

Reeve Union 220

Brief Description: Every intimate relationship has conflict. How we handle that conflict in our intimate relationships can facilitate the development of a relationship that serves the needs of both partners, or can contribute to the development of patterns of anger and recrimination that lead to dissatisfaction and habitual hurt. This seminar provides an overview of the interactions and behavior that better facilitate the development of loving and equal relationships versus behavior and interactions that lead to unhealthy conflict and habitual hurt. The seminar will offer some tips on ways to stay connected with your loved one in the midst of conflict.

Does One Bad Apple Spoil the Whole Bunch?

William Biglow, Ph.D.

Thursday, April 17, 2003

11:30-12:50PM

Reeve Union 220

There are ways to resolve conflict that don’t burn bridges and destroy relationships.  The way a conflict is handled can lay a foundation for a continuing relationship damaged by conflict.  Learn about avenues to rebuild.  

Reaching Stressfree Travel Nirvana

Ruth Wright, Ambassador Travel 

Thursday May 7, 2003

11:30-12:30PM

Reeve Union 207

Our world has changed since 9/11, not the least of which is the world of travel.  Let us discuss some ways we can continue to enjoy travel, whether in our own country or abroad.  Leave your Aspirin and Tums at home and enjoy what the world has to offer! 

