
FREE 
CHAPTER



ffirs_________ viii 29 January 2020 8:28 AM

First published in 2020 by John Wiley & Sons Australia, Ltd
42 McDougall St, Milton Qld 4064

Office also in Melbourne

Typeset in Adobe Garamond Pro 11/13pt

© John Wiley & Sons Australia, Ltd 2020

Th e moral rights of the author have been asserted

ISBN: 978-0-730-38397-0

All rights reserved. Except as permitted under the Australian Copyright Act 
1968 (for example, a fair dealing for the purposes of study, research, criticism8
or review), no part of this book may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval 
system, communicated or transmitted in any form or by any means without 
prior written permission. All inquiries should be made to the publisher at the
address above.

Cover design: Kathy Davis/Wiley

Printed in Singapore by Markono Print Media Pte Ltd

10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

Disclaimer
Th e material in this publication is of the nature of general comment only, and 
does not represent professional advice. It is not intended to provide specifi c 
guidance for particular circumstances and it should not be relied on as the 
basis for any decision to take action or not take action on any matter which
it covers. Readers should obtain professional advice where appropriate, before 
making any such decision. To the maximum extent permitted by law, the
author and publisher disclaim all responsibility and liability to any person,
arising directly or indirectly from any person taking or not taking action based
on the information in this publication.

©
 W

ile
y 

20
20



ftoc ix 28 January 2020 10:38 AM

CONTENTS
About the author xi
Acknowledgements xiii
Preface xv
Introduction xxi

PART I: WHAT TO DO IF YOU … WORK FOR ONE 1
1 ASSESS your position 3
2 STRATEGISE your options 19
3 ACT with intent 37
4 REFLECT on progress 55

PART II: WHAT TO DO IF YOU … MANAGE ONE 65
5 ASSESS the situation 67
6 STRATEGISE the path forward 85
7 ACT with purpose 95
8 REFLECT on outcomes 105

PART III: WHAT TO DO IF YOU … ARE ONE 115
9 ASSESS where you’re at 119
10 STRATEGISE your development 143
11 ACT with integrity 159
12 REFLECT on growth 171

Where to next? 181
A message from Michelle 183
Sources 185
Index 189



ftoc x 28 January 2020 10:38 AM

©
 W

ile
y 

20
20



xv

fpref xv 21 January 2020 3:20 PM

PREFACE
Fictionalised in movies, but all too real in offi  ces, factories and worksites 
around the world, we’ve all worked for one — the bad boss.

Th ey’re disorganised or dysfunctional or they can’t control their temper. Th ey 
steal your ideas and rarely if ever acknowledge or appreciate your eff orts. Worse 
still are the bullies who intimidate you and generally make your working life hell.

From Gordon Gecko in Wall Street to Mr Burns int Th e Simpsons, a bad boss
story makes for good drama and even comedy, but in life it’s no fun. It can 
be downright miserable. You probably remember Th e Devil Wears Prada, in 
which the main protagonist and horrible boss Miranda Priestly, immortalised 
on the silver screen by Meryl Streep, torments her long-suff ering assistant 
Andy, played by Anne Hathaway. Th is story (like so many movies) began life 
as a book, and at the time I read it, it all felt a little too close to home, because
I felt like I was working for a male version of Miranda Priestly, and it was 
taking a toll on my wellbeing.

A bad boss makes you dread going to work,
impacts your self-esteem and, over time,

affects your mental health.

Oddly, though, I wouldn’t be where I am now if I hadn’t gone through that 
turbulence. I was fortunate because I had supportive people around me who 
helped me navigate my way through.

In the end, the role was pivotal in shaping and elevating my career choices. 
(And it now provides great content and lessons for a book like this!)

Confessions of a bad boss
I’ve also been privileged to have worked with amazing leaders who set the 
standard for the type of leader I wanted to be. Th ey challenged how I saw my 
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role as a leader. Th ey inspired me to do better. Leaders are not all, or always, 
‘bad’. But I do have a confession to make.

You see, I was once one of those horrible bosses.

I didn’t yell or scream or throw my handbag or other objects at people (as 
Miranda did), but I could make life really hard for my team. I was often 
relentless on expectations and workload, and I kept my team members at a 
distance. I didn’t have enough time for them, nor did I try to get to know 
them. 

When I was promoted into that management role — I’d be stretching the 
truth to call myself a leader back then — I had no idea what I was doing. I 
loved the idea of being someone others looked to for direction, but I simply a
wasn’t equipped with the leadership skills to actually be that someone. I made e
it up as I went along, with a few hits and many misses.

Like most people, I didn’t deliberately set out to be a
bad boss … I just didn’t know any better.

Perfectionism and ambition are a toxic combination. I didn’t want to admit 
to my boss that I couldn’t do something or to deliver substandard work, so
there was always pressure to perform, and I would set a cracking pace. When 
the pressure of the work environment got to me, I passed it down the line, so 
the pressure on team increased too. My team members were exhausted. Sadly,
I was blind to this impact.

One day, just after my team and I had come off  a massive project, I was sitting 
at my desk and muttered, half to myself, ‘I’m so glad that’s done. I’m stuff ed.’ 
To which one of my team members responded, ‘Th ank god there’s an off  
switch.’ Surprised, I asked what she meant. She said, ‘Your energy levels and 
drive are so high. Your capacity for work is relentless. It’s impossible for us to 
keep up with you. It’s good to see you get tired too.’

In hindsight, I shouldn’t have been surprised, yet I was.

Th ankfully, with a lot of work and coaching I improved. It didn’t happen 
overnight. It started with an awareness of the impact I was having and a desire 
to do better, then having people around me who could help me see myself 
more clearly.

I learned over the years to get explicit with my team about how I work, and to 
ask for their help to slow me down. I learned that the more open I was with
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my team about my own limitations and strengths, the more we brought out 
the best in each other. I also learned that the more the team connected with 
me on a human level, and I with them, the better we worked together. 

I built lasting friendships and connections that enabled us to do more and 
be more.

Why this book and why now 
Since leaving corporate I’ve worked with hundreds of leaders across the 
private and public sectors, and at all levels of organisations. What I see time 
and time again is good people in tough (and even horrible) situations. Th e 
most frequent complaint or challenge they confront is their relationship with
their boss.

When I talk with the boss, their most frequent complaint or challenge is their 
relationship with their boss, the challenges in the team along with ever tighter r
deadlines, increasing expectations and unrealistic workloads.

When I talk with the boss’s boss, their lament is the rumbles they hear about
things not working, and again the challenges of a work environment that is
tough (at one end of the spectrum) to toxic (at the other end). Where they face 
worries on multiple fronts, not least in relation to job security, performance, 
outcomes and reputation, and also express fears and frustrations about 
their relationships.

Everyone reports to someone and everyone faces challenges!

This book isn’t a bitch-fest about bastard leaders 
or a litany of bad boss stories. Rather, 

it’s a book about hope.

Th e world desperately needs good leaders. Leaders who will challenge the 
standard orthodoxy of leadership practices in organisations. Leaders who are 
willing to tackle the big issues we face as humans. Leaders who want to bring 
out the best in their team because they know that when their team members 
thrive, everyone benefi ts.

At the same time, the world needs happy, healthy and engaged workers who 
bring their whole and best selves to work every day. Workers who do their best
and are at their best.
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Call me optimistic or naïve, but I don’t believe that most people who are
classifi ed as ‘bad’ bosses or leaders intend to be bad (unless, of course, they’re a 
corporate psychopath who takes pleasure in other people’s pain and in making 
their working life a misery, but there aren’t so many of those!).

How to use this book
Creating an environment where employees and leaders fl ourish is a team eff ort. 
So regardless of your role — be it employee, boss or leader, boss’s boss or leader 
of leaders — this book encourages you to play your part. It challenges you to
critically examine your role in the dynamic, and to own what you can do to
shift your relationship and make it work. Th is is not about settling scores or
getting even; it’s about moving forward productively and positively. It’s about 
building your awareness, creating and implementing eff ective strategies, and 
refl ecting on your progress.

No one chooses to be classifi ed as a ‘bad boss’. If you’re in a role where you 
work for someone you deem to be one, then you may be tempted to think, 
‘Th is is all about them, and not about me.’ Not so fast!

Relationships are both an individual and a team eff ort. Look at any team sport 
to see how everyone plays a part. Regardless of the role or title you hold, on or
off  the fi eld, how you behave infl uences whether that experience is positive or 
negative. Th e same applies in the working world. 

In this book you’ll read real-life stories of employees who have reshaped their 
situation, bosses who have changed how they lead, and bosses of leaders who 
have opened their eyes to the role they need to play to build a better culture.

You’ll see the good, the bad and the ugly. To protect the innocent the names 
in the On the fi eld stories have been altered. You’ll see change is possible, d
relationships can be improved and there is always choice and hope.

Th ere are things in our work life we may not like (or be proud of ), but it’s up 
to us to acknowledge our part, learn from our experiences and be willing to
evolve. I hope this book will challenge and guide you to a new way of thinking 
and being, regardless of your role.

You may be tempted to focus only on the part of the book you feel most 
resonates with you; however, I highly recommend you fi rst read all three parts.

For example, as an employee, you may not manage other people, so you’re 
tempted to read only Part I. However, you’ll fi nd reading about what is 
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going on for your boss, manager or leader in Part III will help you improve
your situation.

Or you may fi nd yourself managing an ineff ective leader, so you skip to Part II. 
Yet if you read Part III you may discover that your behaviour is contributing to 
the poor dynamic, and that without realising it you have become that leader’s
‘bad boss’,  which means you will need to do some work on yourself using Part 
III before you can expect them to change.

To be successful, to come out the other end in a 
better position than you are in now, you need to

understand the challenges and opportunities
from all three perspectives.

Th is means you need to be open to challenging your perspective about what 
is really going on before you can determine your best approach and take 
action. Th at’s why you’ll be asked regularly to take Time out to consider a few t
pertinent questions as you progress through the book.

So read and refl ect, and above all play nice and have a laugh! Sometimes we 
can be horrifi ed when we hold up a mirror and see clearly how we have been 
contributing to our own problems. But it’s not the end of the world. Th e fact
you’re reading this demonstrates that you want to do something to improve 
your situation.

Making real change takes time, patience and practice, so if you need further 
help and guidance implementing the actions, there are additional resources to
help you at:

michellegibbings.com/resources

Now let’s get to work to make your workplace work for you!
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INTRODUCTION
First, we need to set the scene of the modern workplace. It’s an environment 
that is constantly shifting on every front — except one. Th e relationship 
dynamics that occur across the organisation will be a primary source of either 
irritation or inspiration.

Organisations are based on relationships, and understanding how they work is 
crucial if you are to thrive rather than merely survive. All work environments 
have rules of behaviour and standard operating procedures, although they are 
usually not set down in print. Sometimes these rules are helpful; at other times 
they do little more than perpetuate stereotypes and myths.

Before we go any further, let’s dig into the reality of today’s working world, 
and set the framework you will use to advance your relationships and position
on the fi eld.

When woken by that early-morning alarm at the start of another week, do you 
jump out of bed and think, ‘Hooray, it’s Monday!’, or do you roll over, hit the
snooze button and wish it was Saturday?

Your reaction is in large part determined by the relationships you have at 
work. You don’t need research studies to tell you that you are far more likely 
to enjoy going to work if you work with people you like and have a positive
and healthy relationship with your boss.

Sadly, the reality is that for many of us, our working environment isn’t much 
fun, and in extreme cases can actually be damaging our health.

You know it’s true: People don’t leave their job,
they leave their boss. 

In May 2019, the 194 members of the World Health Organization (WHO) 
unanimously agreed to amend the International Classifi cation of Diseases and 
Related Health Problems to classify professional burnout as a recognised illness. 
Th e WHO defi nes professional burnout as ‘a syndrome conceptualised as 
resulting from chronic workplace stress that has not been successfully managed’.
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Beyond Blue’s landmark 2017 study ‘State of Workplace Mental Health in 
Australia’ found that:

• 52 per cent of employees believe their workplace is mentally healthy

• 56 per cent believe their most senior leader values mental health

• 21 per cent had taken time off  work in the prior 12 months because 
they felt stressed, anxious, depressed or mentally unhealthy.

Supporting these fi ndings, a PwC report into the costs of mental health 
concluded that absenteeism costs Australian businesses about $4.7 billion
every year. Presenteeism, where people are less productive in their role due 
to mental health issues, costs around $6.1 billion a year, and compensation
claims cost an estimated $146 million a year. 

Th e employee–boss dynamic also impacts workplace productivity and culture, 
and ultimately organisational outcomes. Th e Great Place to Work Institute
found that trust between managers and employees is a defi ning characteristic 
of organisations listed in their annual ‘100 Best Companies to Work for’ 
list. Similarly, a study by Alex Edmans, Professor of Finance at the London 
Business School, found that the top companies to work for increased their 
share value by 50 per cent.

Regardless of where you sit in the organisational hierarchy, you have a boss 
(whether a manager, CEO or Board), and your relationship with them
impacts your productivity, satisfaction levels, wellbeing and career prospects
either positively or negatively.

So it’s in everyone’s best interests for 
relationships at work to, well, work.

Why is this easier said than done?

The leadership deficit
Search the business archives and read the business press and you’ll fi nd a long litany 
of organisations — think Tyco, Enron, HIH, James Hardie, WorldCom, Satyam 
and more — that eventually self-destructed because of toxic leadership and unethical 
cultures. In Australia, the Financial Services Royal Commission, established in late 
2017, uncovered many examples of questionable corporate practices.

We are passing through a period of history the World Economic Forum has 
dubbed ‘the Fourth Industrial Revolution’. Leaders and bosses are urged to
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experiment with products, solutions and new ways of working, as well as to
manage complex, interconnected systems and multiple needs, all the while
motivating employees, peers and other stakeholders, and working long hours
and feeling insecure about their own jobs. (Phew!)

It’s little wonder that some bosses don’t make 
the grade, or that so many workplaces around 

the world are neither happy nor healthy.

Here are some more revealing statistics — and be warned, they’re more than a 
little depressing.

Gallup reported in 2017 that 82 per cent of employees fi nd their leaders 
uninspiring, only 15 per cent of employees are engaged at work, and only one in 
three employees strongly agree that they trust the leadership of their organisation.

Research in Australia by the University of Wollongong found half of all 
employees will experience workplace bullying (including verbal abuse, 
humiliation, social isolation, withholding information and spreading rumours)
during their careers. Of those bullied, 40 per cent experienced workplace 
bullying early in their career and between 5 and 7 per cent had been bullied in 
the previous six months. Young males with limited social support at work and 
those who worked in stressful environments were found to be most at risk.

And if that isn’t enough …

In 2012, a US survey found 65 per cent of Americans said getting rid of their 
boss would make them happier than getting a pay rise. A UK study found 
40 per cent of survey participants didn’t think their boss was good at their
job, a third thought they could perform better than their manager, and a fi fth
said their manager was the single worst thing about their job. Another British 
study reported similar sentiments, with two-fi fths of respondents saying their 
manager didn’t improve morale at work, while one in three felt uncomfortable 
approaching their boss for help.

Of course, when we have a crap day, that crap day usually follows us home … 
so our home life suff ers, along with our relationships and wellbeing. When 
the pressure gets too much, people become alienated and numb; they search
for crutches, drinking too much, eating badly, turning to substance abuse or
other unhealthy behaviours to get them through.

People spend up to a third of their waking hours at work, so if they are working 
in an environment that impacts their health and wellbeing this has fl ow-on 
eff ects for the wider community.
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Today we face huge problems of social isolation and dislocation, which are 
sadly evidenced by the growing rise of mental health issues and suicide. 
While toxic workplaces aren’t the sole cause, there’s no doubt they are a 
contributory factor. 

When employees are stressed out, when leaders 
are leading badly and when workplace cultures

are toxic, everyone suffers.

Good leadership matters to all of us
Now, before you toss this book aside in despair, the good news is it’s not all 
doom and gloom. Th is dire situation can absolutely be reversed!

In a nutshell, better bosses = happier and more engaged employees = happier and 
healthier workplaces = better performance (individually and collectively).

When I’m working with groups to improve team dynamics, one of the
exercises I often get them to do is refl ect on a time when they worked in a 
high-performing team. In fact, you can try this now.

How many examples can you think of? Often people can recall only one or 
two times in their professional life, and a handful of people can only think of 
examples from their personal life, but I’ve yet to fi nd someone who can’t think 
of any such time at all. Th at’s important here, because it shows we all know 
what it feels like to work in a great environment.

It’s likely you remembered a time that made you feel good. When you were 
at your best. When you achieved something great or felt valued for your 
contribution. When you liked your team, you worked well together and you 
had a great leader.

When you are happy, you get more done. You’re more focused and committed 
to your work, which means fewer mistakes and better outcomes. Th e work 
environment is more stable, there’s less turnover and sick leave, less confl ict 
and fewer behavioural challenges. When you’re happy, you are more creative
and eff ective at solving problems. You are more resilient, better able to bounce 
back and deal with setbacks and confl ict, even when what you are working on 
is challenging and complex.

For leaders of those teams, life is easier and more enjoyable. Less time is spent 
cleaning up messes. Th ere is nothing more fulfi lling for a leader than working 
with people to help them achieve their goals and to progress.
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With rare exceptions, most people in leadership
roles want to be a good leader.t

Why would they not?

Eight myths of the modern
workplace
Before we get into exploring the dynamics of the work environment, how they 
impact us and what we can do about it, we fi rst have to bust some assumptions 
we currently hold about what good leadership is and isn’t, and how this aff ects 
the entire workplace.

Myth 1: Leadership is a title
We often have a narrow view of what a leader is because we see leaders defi ned 
by hierarchical positions and the level of positional power they hold.

I prefer a more expansive and inclusive approach to leadership, where each of 
us can play a role should we choose to step up to the plate. I like the defi nition 
posed by marketing expert and prolifi c blogger Seth Godin: ‘Leaders create
the conditions where people choose new actions. Th e choices are voluntary. 
Th ey’re made by people who see a new landscape, new opportunities and new 
options. You can’t make people change. But you can create an environment 
where they choose to.’

In a similar vein, researcher and author Dr Brené Brown defi nes a leader 
as ‘anyone who takes responsibility for fi nding the potential in people and 
processes, and who has the courage to develop that potential’.

To me, leaders are people who help shape where we want to get to and align 
people to make that happen, and they do this in a way that brings out the
best in everyone involved, so all contribute to the best of their ability and are 
valued in the process.

Leadership is not about your title or the positional 
power you hold; it’s about the role you play.

Th is means having people reporting to you makes you a manager or a boss, 
but it doesn’t automatically make you a leader!
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Myth 2: Leading is a one-size-fits-all approach
During my time in corporate, I saw amazing leaders step up with courage, and 
lead with good intent. Th ey made tough decisions when necessary, put the
needs of the team before their own and actively developed each team member 
to be their best and to get to where they wanted to get to. Yet each of these
leaders led diff erently.

Everyone wants and deserves to be treated with respect and dignity, but beyond 
that there are diff erences. Some people like leaders who are strategic; others
prefer them to be more directive; still others would have them be more laissez-
faire, for example. We are all unique individuals, with varying experiences,
cultures, skill levels, personality traits, and levels of self-awareness and self-
actualisation. Consequently, what motivates you will probably be diff erent 
from what I (or your colleagues) like and respond to.

Leadership is also contextual, and with diff erent environments and challenges 
diff erent strategies are needed to bring out the best in people. Th at’s why we 
must keep an open mind as we head further into this book.

Different people thrive under different types 
of leadership.

Myth 3: Leaders are not needed in a flat 
organisational structure
One recent management theory posits that the role of the ‘manager’ and 
‘leader’ is disappearing. Th e argument is that as organisations move to fl atter 
structures and more agile ways of working, the need for dedicated managers 
or leaders is receding.

Harvard professor Ethan Bernstein and colleagues write, ‘In self-managed 
organisations, leadership is distributed among roles, not individuals (people 
usually hold multiple roles, on various teams). Leadership responsibilities 
continually shift as the work changes and as teams create and defi ne new roles.’

Th is creates a more fl uid environment for leadership, certainly. But even with 
this fl uidity there’s still, more often than not, some hierarchy, process, decision
criteria, performance reviews and rules around who gets to do what. You are 
still going to be reporting to someone, somewhere.

Another way of looking at it is that if you no longer rely on rules and 
structures to get things done, you need to rely on connection, infl uence and 
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purpose instead. To succeed you need all the players knowing the game plan
and playing their part, not running onto the fi eld blissfully unaware of what
their teammates are doing.

Consequently, while in this new world of work who you work for and with will 
change constantly, the need for clear accountability, strong team dynamics, 
personal connection and healthy relationships will persist.

Less structure and hierarchy and more
self-management creates a need for 

more, not e less, emphasis on leadership
and healthy working relationships.

Myth 4: Leadership is an innate ability
Very few bosses will have the humility to suggest they acquired their leadership 
position through luck. Generally they’ll attribute it to hard work, intellect and
a raft of other skills.

In many cases they’ll have all that and more, but if you come from a certain 
background and exhibit certain character traits you are more likely to rise to the 
top. Th is includes being seen as an extrovert, confi dent, self-assured, dynamic 
and decisive.

Analysis by Professor Timothy Judge from the University of Notre Dame of the 
‘Big Five’ personality traits (openness, agreeableness, conscientiousness, 
extroversion and neuroticism) found that extroversion followed by conscientiousness 
were the best predictors of leadership. Agreeableness was the weakest.

Psychologist and decision-making expert Daniel Kahneman found there is a 
strong expectation that leaders will be decisive and act quickly. He wrote, ‘We 
deeply want to be led by people who know what they’re doing and who don’t 
have to think about it too much.’

When we look at the statistics on leadership roles and diversity across all 
categories, including age, ethnicity, gender and background, we often fi nd a great 
deal of conformity. However, a person who exhibits certain personality traits isn’t 
by default a good or bad leader. A person may be born with natural traits that 
make becoming a boss easier, but being a good leader is a skill that can be learned.

If you are working for a bad boss, if you yourself are a bad boss or if you have 
a bad boss in your team, the good news is change is possible.

Leadership is a learned skill.
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Myth 5: Leaders have no emotions
We say we want leaders who share who they are and how they feel, yet we don’t 
want them to overshare or be too vulnerable. We say we want nurturing work 
cultures where everyone can express their feelings and bring their authentic 
self to work, yet we get uncomfortable if we see people at work crying or 
being too emotional. We expect leaders to be in control so we can step away 
from connecting, because we would rather avoid the emotional and diffi  cult 
conversation. Talk about a tough audience to please!

To succeed at work — to build strong, healthy relationships — you have to 
harness and leverage your emotions. Th ere’s no way around it. Remember,
we are human. To be human is to be emotional, because relationships and 
connections can’t be created without feelings.

Being an effective leader and employee is about 
connecting, and you can’t connect without

emotions and feelings.

Myth 6: Bad leadership is attributable
to bad people
We believe we are accurate assessors of other people — who they are, their 
intent and beliefs, their abilities and what they think of us. And we think we 
are brilliant assessors of ourselves. 

In truth, we’re not.

We all have ingrained patterns of thinking and behaving that we have 
cultivated over the years through our experiences. Th ese experiences create 
assumptions and expectations about how things should be, and who we are.

Th is plays out in the expectations we have of our team members, peers and 
boss, and our disappointment when they don’t meet those expectations.
Th e challenge is that our expectations may not match the other person’s 
expectations, and this can lead to confl ict and confusion.

Every one of us likes to see ourselves as a good person, yet, as psychological 
studies such as the Milgram and Stanford Prison experiments, and countless
real-world events, have demonstrated, we all possess the ability to dehumanise 
others. We quickly sort people into ‘us’ and ‘them’ and we naturally gravitate 
towards those we see as ‘like us’, because it makes us feel more comfortable.
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Consequently, when a relationship at work is challenging or breaks down, we 
can be quick to judge and cast blame on the other party, particularly the so-
called ‘bad’ boss. Yet it’s always more complicated than that and each party to
the relationship plays a role in shaping the dynamic.

It’s often about us, as well as about them.

Myth 7: Leadership needs are different for 
different ages
When IBM conducted research across the three primary generations in the 
workforce today, they found Millennials, Gen X and baby boomers are largely 
motivated by similar factors: inspirational leadership, a clearly articulated 
business strategy and performance-based recognition and promotions. 
Th e study found that Millennials placed less emphasis on a collaborative 
work environment, the freedom to innovate and the fl exibility to manage 
their work–life balance than Gen X employees, but overall the diff erences 
were small.

It’s all too easy to generalise and to say a particular generation will respond 
best to a specifi c leadership style. Be cautious about assumptions that a person 
in a certain age demographic will want to be led (or to lead) in a certain way, 
or will demonstrate a distinctive behavioural pattern.

Fixed, stereotypical views get in the way of effective
communication and relationship building�—�at any age!

For example, if a Millennial leader holds a fi xed mindset that their baby boomer 
employee is too old to learn and innovate, this will impact their willingness 
to spend time and energy training them and what type of initiatives they 
delegate to them.

Th e solution is to get curious, get interested and fi nd out what makes your 
work colleagues tick at a personal level — not a stereotypical one.

Myth 8: Leaders, employees and bosses should 
love their job, no matter what
In today’s culture of self-advancement and self-promotion we’ve manufactured 
a vision of the idealised workplace, perfect boss and awesome job. We’re 
coerced into believing we should love our job, no matter what our role, follow 
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our dreams and fi nd our passion. And if we don’t, we are living a smaller, more 
circumscribed life.

It’s never that simple. As I discussed in my previous book, Career Leap: How 
to reinvent and liberate your career, it’s more important to fi nd your purpose.
When you know your why and put that at the centre of your decision making,
it’s easier to make the powerful, wise and congruent choices that serve not just 
you and the ones you love, but others too. 

It’s unrealistic to believe that you can or should love every minute of your 
job — whether you’re an employee, a leader or the boss of a leader, or have 
any other title. It doesn’t work like that. Th is doesn’t mean you should stay in
a workplace where you are victimised, bullied, humiliated, and made to feel 
worthless and less than who you are. Happiness at work isn’t an oxymoron. 
You can and should strive for that. 

Remember as you keep reading, it’s not possible to
find happiness in every second of your working life, 

but it is possible to make choices that will help you like
it more, as you’ll soon see.

Four steps to freedom and
fulfilment
If you’ve ever been to Yellowstone National Park in the United States, you’ll 
know that the geysers are one of the key attractions — a spectacular feat of 
nature, where huge volumes of steam constantly erupt out of the ground. It’s 
a great example of pressure at play.

At the surface, there’s a caprock, which traps water. In the subsurface there are 
fi ssures in the rock, so the water can fl ow and collect in those cavities. Below 
that, there’s intense heat, which triggers a chain reaction: the water below the 
surface is heated, eventually boiling and turning into steam, which releases 
pressure on the water just below it, which in turn boils, creating huge volumes 
of steam that erupt out of the geyser.

Th e geysers are part of a system in which constant pressure causes a 
reaction — up and out. You can’t see the pressure; you see only its impact. Th is 
natural environmental phenomenon is a system, just as an organisation is.

©
 W

ile
y 

20
20



flast xxxi 29 January 2020 8:39 AM

Introduction

xxxi

In organisations, people are linked via relationships, chains of command, work 
processes, roles, decisions and accountabilities, creating an interconnected 
and interdependent system.

Bosses don’t work in isolation. Employees don’t work in isolation. Th ese 
connections, and how the pressures and expectations are felt, experienced and
managed, fi lter through the system. Th e actions of one person in the system 
will impact and produce outcomes — positive or negative — on others in the
system. Th ese fl ow-on impacts softly ripple or crash with seismic impact, 
depending on their force. Th e more you push down the system, the more that
force will come back at you!

Just as in nature, the actions you take at work are 
never inconsequential. They will come back at you�—�in 

either a good or an unpleasant way.

Th ere are many times, however, when the elements of the chain reaction are 
shielded from view. What you will see and feel are the impacts, depending on
your role and how directly the pressure is applied on you. 

Let me explain.

The leadership pressure chamber
Th e day-to-day work environment often feels like a pressure chamber, doesn’t 
it? Actions and reactions are constantly at play, back and forth, and up and 
down the organisational hierarchy. When everything is going smoothly and in 
balance, the work hums along. When the pressure gets too much and things 
get out of balance, that’s when the bubbles turn into blowouts and explosions
that impact everyone! No one’s perfect and when pressure is applied and the 
stakes are high, cracks will start to appear.

I once worked on a large-scale change program. Th e stakes were very high, 
with big dollars, big expectations, big challenges and big workloads. It was
a great team to work in — very collegiate and supportive — but when the 
pressure was applied from above and politics came into play, it got messy, 
volatile even.

We set up a series of meetings and presentations for the senior executive 
team to determine the next phase and the ultimate life of the project. If we 
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didn’t get the funding the project would stall or stop, and people would lose 
their jobs. Th e pressure to perform was intense. Over this period we waited,
somewhat anxiously, to hear the outcomes from the committee meeting where 
the project’s fate was being decided. 

On the fi rst round, the outcome wasn’t good, which created enormous tension 
at the leadership level. We’d prepared and worked hard but hadn’t secured what 
we needed. Th is put pressure on us both as a leadership team and as individual 
leaders, some of which was inevitably passed on to our team members as
we scrambled to re-form, re-prepare and re-diagnose the approach and put 
forward alternative solutions in a very short space of time. We had incredibly 
tight timeframes in which to go back to the committee for a second, third and 
ultimately fourth time. Th is meant long days, short fuses, stress and occasions 
when we weren’t at our best.

Th is was a high-functioning team with some fantastic and highly evolved 
leaders, yet there were days when good leadership was conspicuously not 
demonstrated. What we did have, though, was good awareness and eff ective 
support mechanisms to cushion the impact and ensure our team members 
were looked after.

The simple reality is you can’t eradicate pressure from 
the system, so you have to make sure you have the

right strategies in place to manage it.

External versus internal demands
Pressures on teams have external and internal sources:

• External — customers, environment, political, legislative and
regulatory, societal, technological and economic

• Internal — executive team/board, cost pressures, mergers, downsizing,
new opportunities, demands for increased revenue, strategic reviews
and cultural shifts.

Th ose expectations and demands, regardless of their source, are passed down 
the organisational food chain from boss’s boss to boss to employee. How they 
are passed down, and the reaction that comes back up the line, depends on 
the level of pressure applied — how hard, how fast, what type of pressure, its 
frequency and the nature of the person applying the pressure.

If it’s passed down in such a way that the person on the receiving end is 
receptive, prepared and well positioned to cope with the pressure, then it will 
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be managed well. When that person subsequently passes on the expectations
to their team members and they too are similarly prepared, then the impact is
largely positive and outcomes progress positively. 

Th is is because the release valve to manage the pressure, which may involve 
awareness, support, strong team dynamics, a collegiate environment, a good 
working relationship with the boss and so on, is working well.

Th is looks like fi gure I.1.

Figure I.1: release valve working 

Release valve working

EXTERNAL DEMANDS INTERNAL DEMANDS

BOSS’S BOSS

Pressure gets 
pushed down

Pressure gets 
pushed down

Outcomes 
progressedBOSS

EMPLOYEE

By contrast, if the expectations and demands are passed down badly, and 
the person receiving is ill-prepared, ill-equipped, unsupported and unable to 
handle it well, then the result is a chain reaction of negativity. Th at person, 
likely a boss, pushes those expectations down to their team, who don’t feel
supported, and in a challenging environment the pressure builds, ructions in 
the team start to fi ssure and the tension eventually boils to the surface. Th is 
gets pushed back up the line through increased turnover, reduced productivity,
poor engagement and disgruntled employees.
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Th e release valve is broken, faulty or in some cases missing, as illustrated in 
fi gure I.2.

Release valve not working

EXTERNAL DEMANDS INTERNAL DEMANDS

BOSS’S BOSS

Pressure gets 
pushed down

Pressure gets 
pushed down

Outcomes 
stuntedBOSS

EMPLOYEE

Th ese positive and negative chain reactions don’t happen in isolation, because 
individuals don’t work in a bubble. In any organisation they work in a 
connected and interdependent system, where actions in one team or division
trickle through or explode into other areas, with consequential impacts
and eff ects. Th is is especially so in environments where there are multiple
handovers, joint stakeholders, shared accountability, and dual reporting lines 
and dependencies.

Too much pressure in the system, from multiple 
sources and in multiple teams, will create friction, 

fractures and fissures.

Th is creates a workplace that is at best unpleasant and at worst toxic, as fi gure I.3 
illustrates.
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It can be easy to point the fi nger and say it’s all their doing, so we need to fi x r
them, change them, fi re them, but in a system it’s usually never just one person’s
fault, which is why fi nding the release valve involves assessing, strategising, 
acting and refl ecting at all levels of the organisational food chain.

You need to understand the whole to be able to figure
out your part in it and what you can do to make work

work for you, not r against you.t

Who eats who?
Th e solution to easing this pressure is multi-layered. It requires all parties 
involved to play a role, which is precisely what this book will explore.

First you need to understand that there are three key relationship layers 
involved. Regardless of the terminology you use in your organisation, they are:

1. the employee
2. the boss or leader
3. the boss’s boss or leader of leaders.

Figure I.3: the toxic workplace
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Now, you may operate at all three layers in your organisation.

You may be reading this book from the perspective of a person who works 
for a ‘bad boss’, but you may also discover to your surprise that for someone 
in your team, you’re their ‘bad boss’! So while you may be tempted to skipe
through certain parts of this book thinking, ‘Th at doesn’t apply to me’, I’d 
encourage you to be open to all perspectives so you can best understand 
your impact, and the gap between how you think you are, and how youk
actually are.y

For this to work, you need to be your own agent provocateur — not to incite 
illegal activity, but to provoke yourself to really dig deep into … you, and the
impact you have on yourself, others and the situation.

Th e interplay of these levels and relationships involves push–pull, drag up, 
drag down, push up, push down; the actions, reactions and interactions can
be complex. Th e more curious you are about this, the greater your awareness
and the more valuable the insights that will bubble up to the surface.

Curiosity is key. Without it, you’ll be locked in your own pressure chamber 
with an ineff ective release valve. As Sir Isaac Newton said, ‘What we know is 
a drop, what we don’t know is an ocean.’

Be ready to suspend judgement, dig deep and get 
curious about what is and what could be.

Operating the release valve
Th e release valve has four key phases, applied to each of the three relationship 
levels identifi ed. Th ese four phases are shown in fi gure I.4.

• Phase 1: ASSESS
Th e starting point for every position and role in an organisation is to
assess what is going on, what impact it has on you and what may be
its cause. You’ll be asked to consider: is it them, is it me or is it the
environment? (You’ll likely fi nd it’s a combination of all three, but 
more on that soon.) 

• Phase 2: STRATEGISE
Next, you’ll consider and work through your options to determine
the best strategic move given the circumstances and the role you are 
playing in the relationship. Th is will help you consider actionable 
approaches and steps to take.
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• Phase 3: ACT
Here you begin to implement your chosen approach, all the while 
making sure you are taking care of your own wellbeing and that
of those around you who are aff ected. Th is includes being fair and
intentional, living according to your values and, when needed, being 
courageous.

• Phase 4: REFLECT
In this fi nal phase you will refl ect on your progress (or lack of it) and 
determine any next steps, especially if things are not going according 
to plan.

Looking at the solution like this appears very linear. Life and work aren’t 
linear, however. In fact, these cycles will likely operate in short bursts and you 
may fi nd much of the activity runs in parallel.

It can be easy to jump in and think we have very accurately assessed what’s 
happening and why, and therefore what we should do. Often our fi rst 
impression and interpretation will be wrong, for two reasons:

1. When something happens we immediately think negatively. Our brain
is much more predisposed to negative interpretations than positive 
ones. We catastrophise and overanalyse all too easily, which causes us 
to be reactive and make moves that could cost us later.
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Figure I.4: the four phases to operating the release valve
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2. We think that what is happening is about us, when in fact it often has
nothing to do with us. We interpret ‘no’ as a slight. When someone 
fails to say ‘hello’, we conclude they don’t like us. If we see people 
gossiping in the corner, we are convinced it is about us. It’s easy to 
make assumptions based on little evidence.

Hence, a key part of success is to go slow. Th ink with your head, heart and
gut. Th ink. Pause. Th ink again. Refl ect, and only then act. Th is involves 
conscious thinking and open-hearted refl ecting. It’s digging deep and getting 
comfortable being uncomfortable.

Th is is an approach based on understanding, empathy and compassion, rather 
than on judgement, blame and loathing. It’s facing up to what you need to do 
fi rst, before asking someone else to change.

Regardless of your role, now’s your time to challenge yourself to discover an 
elevated way of thinking, becoming and, ultimately, being. Let the work of 
you bringing your whole and best self to work begin!
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I once worked for someone who was super lovely. He was kind, generous and 
very supportive. However, he was off -the-chart disorganised. His offi  ce was 
buried under piles of papers, folders, books and an overfl owing desk inbox,
which is what caused me the most distress in my role.

It was before the days of email (ha, yes, I really am that old!). Items would 
pour in, but nothing would go out. Memos and requests would get lost; very 
little was actioned or delegated. Due dates would come and go … and go. 
Th en the phone calls from executives would start: Where’s that report? How 
come we don’t have this data yet?

Th ose urgent requests, which needed to be turned around in a day, would 
then land on my desk. So my day would be one long panic as I rushed around
collecting whatever was needed. Of course, those details had to come from 
other people in the organisation, so I would have to disrupt their day in order 
to get the material together. I felt the impact because I looked disorganised,I
and I was worried about how that would dent my reputation.

One time when my boss went away on vacation, he asked me to manage his 
inbox. Th is was awesome, because then I had ample notice of what was due.
When he came back, I just kept that process going. I pretty much took over
his inbox, and each day I’d look at what would come in and work out what I
needed to do and what I’d leave with him.

Now, you could argue that wasn’t my responsibility — and it wasn’t. But I 
couldn’t change his operating style. What I could do was change mine to make 
the situation work for me.

Th e problem you face may not be so simple to solve. What is common, 
though, is that you have a choice either to hope your boss will change or to
step up and fi nd a way to make it work for you.

You play a huge role in solving the problem.

Th is is your career. It’s your choice about what you do and don’t do. Th e fact 
that you’ve picked up this book shows you want to fi nd a way forward. Th at’s 
what the following chapters will help you do.
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ASSESS

YOUR POSITION

Th e cult HBO historical drama Chernobyl lays out the catastrophic sequence l
of events that led to the nuclear disaster at the Chernobyl nuclear power plant 
in Ukraine in 1986. In the series, the deputy chief engineer, Anatoly Dyatlov, 
who supervised the test at the plant that ultimately set off  the chain reaction, 
is cast as one of the main villains, along with his two superiors.

Th e power plant is scheduled to carry out a safety test, which has already been 
delayed by 10 hours. Dyatlov is impatient because of the expectations of the 
more senior plant offi  cials, including plant director Viktor Bryukhanov and 
chief engineer Nikolai Fomin. It’s now late in the evening. Th e shift has 
changed and it is well past midnight. Th e control board technicians, one 
of whom is inexperienced and is being coached through the process by his 
supervisor, are ordered by Dyatlov to carry out the test, despite it breaching 
standard protocols.

In the show, Dyatlov is seen yelling at the team, berating them for their 
stupidity, threatening them and rebuffi  ng their concerns when they suggest 
aborting the test. Th e test is carried out, the reactor stalls and experiences a 
massive power spike, and when the emergency shutdown process is activated 
a design fl aw in the reactor’s control rods spikes the power further — and 
the reactor explodes.

Apparently the writers took some creative licence in the portrayal of certain 
characters, but the drama off ers a powerfully graphic illustration of the 
damage caused by toxic bosses who yell, belittle, bully and don’t listen. 
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Th ose toxic bosses, however, were also working in an environment where 
failure to deliver had real consequences for them, and not good ones, which 
was very likely to have infl uenced their decisions. Th at doesn’t excuse their 
behaviour, but it does help explain it.

It’s very easy to classify and box people as good or bad, hero or villain, 
victim or culprit. It makes us feel good. It can also absolve us of our 
responsibility for what happens. But reality is never that one-sided or 
simple. Life is complex. People are complex. And they are rarely all bad. 
Clinically diagnosed workplace sociopaths or psychopaths are uncommon. 

There are at least two sides to every story!

Fact versus fiction
When you get home from work and walk in the door and your housemate or
partner asks, ‘How was your day?’ do you launch into a long commentary on 
what your boss said or didn’t say, or what they should or shouldn’t have done?

Perhaps they didn’t give you credit for your work, or they stole your idea, telling 
their boss it was their own. You may feel your eff orts are ignored or unappreciated. 
Maybe you saw them lavishing attention and rewards on the team member you 
believe is their ‘favourite’. Or you’ve spent hours working on a report that has 
garnered you only unfavourable feedback. And they’ve just sent you an email 
with an urgent and long to-do list with no consideration of your already heavy 
workload. You feel like they are setting you up to fail or are creating a toxic 
environment in which you are being pitted against other team members. Or 
they’ve simply stuff ed up and you feel you are being left to clean up their mess.

Whatever the situation or trigger, after their actions comes your interpretation 
of them. You’ll ponder and deliberate, over and over:

• why they said it

• why they did it

• what it means for you

• how it demonstrates what they think of you

• what it means for how you see them and your relationship with them

• how unfair, unhelpful and typical it was of them

• how it just reinforced why they are a bad boss.
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ASSESS your position

Perhaps you have judged your boss to be ineff ective, unethical, power-hungry, 
a bully, a narcissist, a perfectionist, a micro-managing control freak, or some 
other not so nice word that defi nes how you see them.

Th ey may be all that and more, or perhaps there’s more to it than this.

What is fact and what is fi ction is in the eye of the beholder. You’ll have 
your interpretation of what’s playing out, and your boss is likely to see things 
diff erently. Th e truth will usually lie somewhere in the middle.

Own your impact
Finding that middle ground starts with looking into YOU. Now you may 
be thinking, ‘Damn, I was hoping I could blame them — it would make it 
so much easier.’ Sorry, you have to understand, challenge, accept and likely 
adjust your part to make this dynamic work. It’s almost impossible to assess 
a situation accurately if you don’t understand the part you are playing in 
what’s happening.

Are you really bringing your best self to work 
every day?

Th e answer may well be ‘yes’, or it could be a ‘maybe’, a ‘don’t know’ or a ‘no’. 
When situations at work aren’t working, it could be that you are in the wrong 
role or that your boss or organisation isn’t bringing out the best in you. Th is 
doesn’t make you a bad person.

But perhaps your work habits are less than ideal and are impacting your 
productivity, working relationships and reputation, and ultimately how your 
boss treats you. You have to be honest with yourself, especially when it comes 
to your performance and behaviour.

Poor habits can strain working relationships and ultimately stretch them to 
breaking point.

Let’s take a closer look.

Are you firing on all cylinders?
Downtime and holidays are essential for your mental health and wellbeing. 
Th is is when you get the chance to reconnect with friends and family, and to 
refl ect on life, where you are going and what you want to do next.
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Mini breaks are great, but longer breaks (beyond a week) are much better at 
providing time to rest, recharge and refl ect. As well, if you frequently burn the 
candle at both ends — working late, taking work home and always working 
weekends — you will eventually burn out.

When you aren’t in good shape, your work suff ers, as does your ability to
handle stressful and demanding situations.

Are you getting enough sleep?
When your brain is tired you tend to take the path of least resistance, letting 
past expectations and assumptions drive your thoughts and actions, and you’ll 
decide the way you’ve always decided.

Dealing with work pressure is easier when you’re well rested. You’ll then be far 
better equipped to step into courageous conversations with your boss, manage 
a heavy workload and make well-reasoned decisions.

Are you a meeting junkie?
When you rush from meeting to meeting or event to event, you can get to the 
end of the day exhausted yet having achieved little on your to-do list.

It’s important to structure your day so you get the most important things 
done fi rst. Allow time for regular breaks, during which you get away from 
your desk for at least 30 minutes. When you change your environment, you 
change your state, making it likely that the problem you were trying to solve 
becomes easier to resolve.

As well, having daily intentions and a prioritised work schedule helps you 
stay on track, better enabling you to meet the commitments you’ve made to 
your boss.

Are you always late?
When you keep people waiting you are eff ectively saying, ‘My time is more
important than yours’, unconsciously implying that you regard yourself as 
more important. When you miss deadlines, you show yourself to be unreliable 
and diffi  cult to work with. A regular pattern of tardiness does nothing to
enhance your reputation. Th is includes being the person who constantly 
misses deadlines, letting your boss and colleagues down.
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Are you setting the bar too high?
We are often told we need to set goals, but not just any goals — BIG GOALS. 
Remember the ‘BHAG’ acronym, for ‘big, hairy, audacious goals’? Yet research 
shows that setting goals that are too high and too hard actually inhibits 
progress. You are far more likely to progress when you break it down into 
bite-size, manageable chunks.

It’s great to be ambitious and set stretch targets, but what’s more important to 
a boss is reliability and consistently good performance.

Do you avoid saying ‘no’?
Th ere’s nothing worse than feeling like you are drowning in work and yet 
are unappreciated as more and more work comes your way. It’s very easy to 
say ‘yes’ when a request comes in, yet there will be times when you need to 
say ‘no’.

It helps to set realistic boundaries around what you will and won’t do, and 
how you will respond to requests outside standard working hours. If you 
don’t set boundaries that you are comfortable with, you’ll ultimately end up 
resenting your boss. 

Are you the office energy thief?
An energy thief saps you of energy, drains your focus, wastes your time and 
can throw you off  track.

Energy thieves focus on their needs, showing little or no interest in those of 
other people. Th ey constantly focus on the negative, seeking to drag others 
down with them. Th ey expect people to do things for them, demanding 
attention and support, yet are not prepared to off er the same support 
to others. 

Being seen as political, a gossip or an energy thief will do nothing to endear 
you to your boss, who may classify you as the ‘problem child’, making it 
harder to form a healthy and constructive relationship with them.

How many of these habits are you sometimes, or 
often, guilty of?
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TIME OUT
Are you firing on all cylinders?

• Are you taking time out to rest and recharge?

• If not, how is this impacting your work performance and your
relationship with your boss?

Are you getting enough sleep?

• Is a lack of sleep impacting your work performance?

• If so, in what ways is this impacting your relationship with
your boss?

Are you a meeting junkie?

• Is a lack of prioritisation affecting your work performance?

• If so, how is this impacting your relationship with your boss?

Are you always late?

• Do you frequently miss or push out deadlines?

• If so, are you letting your boss down?

Are you setting the bar too high?

• Are you setting yourself up for success by setting realistic goals?

• Are you over-promising, but under-delivering?

• If so, how is this influencing your boss’s perspective on your 
work performance?

Do you avoid saying ‘no’?

• Is your eagerness to please or fear of saying ‘no’ impacting
your work performance?

• Do you have agreed boundaries with your boss in relation to 
working hours?

Are you the office energy thief?

• Do you get caught up in office politics and bring 
negative energy into the workplace, affecting how you
work with people?

• If so, how is this impacting your boss’s perspective of you?
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Put yourself in their shoes
Many years ago, I worked with a person who had a warped view of her own 
performance. She was diligent and kind, but she had a major blind spot: 
a complete unwillingness to see she could ever improve what she did. She 
thought everything she did was awesome. 
Being her leader was really hard. If I gave any negative feedback in a 
performance conversation she would dissolve into tears. Th e problem was she 
was in a highly technical role and not good at key parts of her job, so I had to 
provide that feedback.

To be your best at work, you have to be prepared
to dig deep into how you think you are

and how you actually are.
Th at’s hard, and it can hurt. However, it is the only way to move forward 
and improve. After doing this, you may fi nd that the shift you need to make 
is only small, or it may be large. But at least you know where you stand, 
and with that self-awareness you can start making the changes necessary to 
position yourself well to progress.
Put yourself in your boss’s shoes for a minute and consider whether you would 
be easy or hard to work with. Table 1.1 can help you with this exercise.

Table 1.1: hard or easy to work with

THE DIFFICULT EMPLOYEE 
(HARD TO WORK WITH)

Do you:

• do the least amount of work
possible?

• regularly deliver below
expectations? 

• think the relationship is all about
what you need?

• think it’s solely your boss’s 
responsibility to make the
relationship work?

You are bringing less than your best 
to work.

THE EXEMPLARY EMPLOYEE
(EASY TO WORK WITH)

Do you:

• always try your best?

• deliver on expectations?

• strive to build healthy
and constructive working
relationships with colleagues?

• recognise relationships are a
two-way street and you play a 
part in making the relationship 
with your boss work?

You are bringing your best self to
work.
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COMPLAINT ABOUT 
BOSS

CHALLENGE YOUR 
CONSISTENCY

(DO YOU�…�)

SELF-
ASSESSMENT

(YES / NO)

They don’t appreciate 
me.

Appreciate and 
congratulate yourself when 
you’ve done well?

Are you the sort of team member you would hire,
or do you need to improve?

Challenge yourself
Of course, there may be legitimate reasons for your poor work performance. 
Perhaps your boss has been driving you so hard you’ve reached breaking point. 
Perhaps you’ve tried to turn the relationship around, and nothing seems to 
change, so over time your productivity and self-esteem have taken a hit. Yes,
your boss has their own story to tell too!

Over the years, the most common complaints I receive from people about 
their boss is that they don’t:

• appreciate me or back me enough

• invest enough in my development or help me progress my career

• act consistently or treat people equally

• work hard enough, expecting me to work harder than them

• behave professionally, often being rude and unfriendly

• create a strong sense of a team.

Curiously, what we find most annoying and frustrating
about other people is often exactly what we

do to others and ourselves.

So how would you rate yourself against those same statements? Let’s do a 
check using table 1.2.

Table 1.2: a self-check
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They don’t back me 
enough.

Have the courage to back
yourself by having the 
difficult conversations with
your boss, saying no when
you need to and asking for
what you need?

They don’t invest 
enough in my 
development.

Set aside time and 
resources each year to
support your growth and 
development?

They don’t help me 
progress my career.

See yourself as the leader
of your career and take 
proactive steps to enhance
both your career and, over 
time, your life?

They are inconsistent. Have focus and direction,
stick to goals you’ve
set and deliver on 
commitments, despite the
challenges and setbacks? 

They don’t treat 
people equally.

Treat yourself as well as you
treat other people, finding
time to meet your needs?

They expect me to 
work harder than 
them.

Place realistic expectations
on yourself or others about
what can get done and by 
when?

They are rude and
unfriendly, and make 
me feel excluded.

Treat all people with
fairness and dignity,
seeking to understand their
needs and what is going on
for them, and to make them
feel included?

If you found yourself typically answering in the negative, then you have some 
work to do to align your behaviour with your own expectations.

Answering these questions isn’t easy, so it can help
to run your answers past a buddy, colleague or mentor 

who may help you see a different perspective.
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The BelieverSelfless

Unknowing

Selfish

THEIR
FOCUS

AWARENESS OF IMPACT

The Liberator

The Illusionist

Knowing

The Mercenary

Assess your boss’s style
Now you’ve assessed the part you are playing, you can start to assess your boss’.

In one study Nathan Brooks, a forensic psychologist, found that 21 per cent 
of corporate leaders demonstrated ‘clinically signifi cant’ psychopathic traits. 
‘Typically,’ he observed, ‘psychopaths create a lot of chaos and generally tend 
to play people off  against each other … For psychopaths, it is a game and they 
don’t mind if they violate morals. It is about getting where they want in the
company and having dominance over others.’

From my experience, bad bosses are usually out of their depth and struggling 
with a toxic environment that doesn’t bring out their best.

So before you rush to pass judgement and sentence 
on your boss, it pays to understand what drives them

and their behaviour.

Over my working life, I’ve come across four types of bosses (see fi gure 1.1). 
How they operate depends on their awareness of their impact, and the degree 
to which they care about that impact.
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The Mercenary 
With little to no awareness of their impact on others and caring primarily 
only about themselves, this boss operates in a bubble. Th ey see themselves as 
all powerful and the smartest person in the room. It’s all me, me, me! Th ey 
have little interest in other people or in improving, because they believe they 
already have this leadership thing ‘nailed’.

Th eir mantra: ‘Don’t get in the way of my success.’

Working for someone like this can be exceptionally challenging, because while 
you need to keep your head down, do the work and stay out of the fi ring line, 
you also need to not come across as weak. Th ey see weakness as a character 
fl aw and will use it against you. Th ey won’t welcome feedback, so be careful of 
any comments that appear to undermine their superiority, yet be strong and 
confi dent in the way you interact with them. 

The Believer
Th is type of boss isn’t a bad person; they just make an ineff ective leader. With 
low self-awareness, they are largely oblivious of the negative impact they can 
have. In fact, they’ll often think they are doing a great job leading, because
they genuinely care about their team and try to put the team fi rst.

Th eir mantra: ‘Like me and be happy.’

Working for someone like this can be an opportunity for you to thrive once 
you fi nd a way to work around their limitations. Seek to understand them and 
leverage ways to manage them. Th ey are usually open to feedback, so you can 
talk to them about how you might better work together.

The Illusionist 
Th is boss has a high awareness of their impact on others, and cares primarily 
about themselves. In many respects, they are worse than the mercenary, 
because they know the impact they are having, but either don’t care or just 
can’t fi nd a way to change how they lead. Th ey are good at managing up and
can charm the pants off  you, although when things go wrong you could fi nd 
yourself under the bus.

Th eir mantra: ‘Make me look good.’

Th e more you make them look good, the more they will want you around. 
Th is can be good for your development and there can be opportunities. But 
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remember, they don’t care that they don’t care, so you will be expendable and 
have a use-by date. Like the mercenary, they won’t welcome feedback, so be 
careful of any comments that might appear to undermine their superiority. 
Instead, ask questions about how you might better support them, while taking 
care of your own needs too.

The Liberator
With a deep awareness of their impact on others and a very caring attitude, 
the liberator always puts the team fi rst. Th is is the ultimate good boss, and 
luckily there are many of them. Th is doesn’t mean they are perfect every single 
day, because that’s an unrealistic expectation. But they do care and they have 
self-awareness.

Consequently, when they stuff  up and make a mistake, they own it. Th ey will 
support you and your career aspirations. Th ey won’t just be nice and say what 
you want to hear. Instead, because they care, they will challenge you to do 
better and give you constructive, healthy feedback.

Th eir mantra: ‘Let’s work together productively.’

Working for someone like this is your opportunity to be your best. Th ey are 
open to feedback and conversations, and you will learn much from them.

Which style do you think your boss exhibits?

Let’s fi nd out using the following three steps.

Step 1: Get curious
Th e fi rst step is to critically examine your perspective of your boss’s level of 
awareness of their impact on others, and whether or not it’s intentional, using 
the following questions.

Awareness of impact (unknowing vs knowing) 
Ask yourself, do you feel and think:

• their behaviour is deliberate and intentional?

• they are aware of the impact they have on you and other team
members?

©
 W

ile
y 

20
20



ASSESS your position

15

c01 15 28 January 2020 2:06 PM

If you have answered ‘yes’ to those two questions, then it is likely your boss is 
knowingly. If your

answer is ‘no’, it is most likely carried out unknowingly. 

Now think about their focus and whether they are putting themselves fi rst, or 
considering the needs of others, using the following questions.

Their focus (selfish versus selfless)
Ask yourself, do you feel and think:

• their actions are primarily about them and their needs?

• they don’t care about you and your needs?

• they ignore the challenges and workload you face?

• they show little interest in you as a person?

• they drive things too hard, disregarding the consequences for their team?

If you have answered ‘yes’ to those questions, then it is likely that your boss is 
taking a selfi sh approach to leadership, putting their own needs fi rst. If your h
answer is ‘no’, they are selfl ess.

Find the points of intersection in figure 1.1 to
determine what type of boss you have: mercenary, 

believer, illusionist or liberator.

Step 2: Source other opinions
It’s important not to overplay instances of challenging behaviour. It can be easy 
to judge someone too harshly and to cast them into the ‘bad boss’ category 
based on a few instances when they haven’t been at their best. 

Alan Benson, Professor of Work and Organizations at the Carlson School
of Management at the University of Minnesota, cautions against judging 
people too harshly based on a few memorable instances. ‘People also tend to 
overweight fi rst impressions and last impressions, compared to events that 
happened in the middle.  ese are called the primacy and recency e� ects.’

It can be helpful to get the perspective of a trusted colleague to challenge 
your views. 

aware of what they are doing. �eir behaviour is carried out
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TIME OUT
• Are they under too much pressure from their boss?

• Is their workload unsustainable?

• Are their peers challenging to work with?

• Are there not enough resources in the team?

TIME OUT
• Are you being too harsh?

• Is your boss’s current behaviour out of character?

In reflecting, look for consistency and 
be consistently fair.

Step 3: Check for mitigating factors
If their behaviour has changed in recent times, this step will help, because it’s 
about understanding what may be driving their behaviour. To do this you 
must fi rst be open and compassionate.

Dr Brené Brown, in her book Dare to Lead, writes about how you can change dd
how you approach issues and people by assuming they are doing their best. 
‘Th e assumption of positive intent,’ she suggests, ‘is only sustainable when 
people ask themselves this question: What boundaries need to be in place
for me to be in my integrity and generous with my assumptions about the
intentions, words, and actions of others?’

Setting boundaries in this context is about making clear what’s okay and 
what’s not okay, and why.

Starting from the assumption that your boss is doing their best, what do you 
think is driving how they think and behave?
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In answering these questions, you may fi nd that one of the best things you 
can do to help the situation is to empathise with your boss and seek ways to 
support them.

Bosses are human too, and the environment may not 
be bringing out their best.

Pre-match check
In looking at all the data and insights you’ve collected, how much of the 
situation you confront at work is about you stepping up and changing, and
how much sits with your boss?

You may still reach the conclusion that your boss is hard work or ineff ective. 
Or perhaps your analysis has softened your perspective and you are willing to 
show them more compassion and understanding, and therefore to alter your
behaviour fi rst. 

Whatever position you land on, it’s not time to throw in the towel just yet! 
Refl ecting on my career, some of the toughest jobs and hardest people to work 
for turned out to be pivotal and vital experiences in my career. While they 
may not have been nice to work with, the experience I gained often made it
worthwhile in the long run.

So before you throw down this book and yell, ‘Well, that’s just confi rmed my 
suspicions. My boss is a jerk!’ consider the long-term benefi ts you can gain 
from the role. Refl ect on what you are learning, the skills you are acquiring, 
the contacts you are making and whether it is setting you up for your next role, 
which will be bigger and better. Can you stick it out a bit longer with some help?

• Are they set up for success in the role, with the right team,
the right resources, the right skill levels?

• Are they relatively new to the role and still settling in?

• What’s happening in their personal life? Are they facing
challenges on the home front?

• Has there been a recent change in their behaviour, and if so,
what could be triggering that for them?
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Of course, your health comes fi rst, and you must ensure you are not suff ering 
from bullying or interactions that are undermining your wellbeing. But as you’ll 
see in the next chapter, there are strategies within your control that will help. 

You can’t change your boss, but you can influence
their behaviour and how they treat you by taking the 

right strategic approach.

On the field

It would be great to fill this book only with happy stories, but
sadly that wouldn’t reflect the reality of our working world.

Take Kirsty, for example. She found herself in a very
challenging workplace with a boss who made her life hell by 
putting her down in front of colleagues and constantly and
very publicly criticising her work. This experience eroded her 
self-confidence. 

Finally she took steps to leave. However, she initially found
getting back into the market hard. Why? Because she had
stayed in that negative environment for too long, which had a
residual impact on her self-esteem. Over time, with coaching
support, she got back on track and happily found a better role.

It’s critical to address issues with your boss sooner rather
than later so this doesn’t happen to you too.
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