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Abstract

This study explores the theoretical bases of an empathically-grounded
coaching method designed to help abrasive executives construct less destructive
interpersonal management strategies. An abrasive executive is defined as any
individual charged with managerial authority whose interpersonal behavior
causes emotional distress in coworkers sufficient to disrupt organizational
functioning,.

Cases of three abrasive executives coached in the use of empathy were
analyzed in relation to sociobiological and psychoanalytic conceptualizations of
threat, anxiety, and defense, as well as the construct of emotional management,
drawn from emotional intelligence theory. This analysis and the explication of
the coaching method was then integrated with findings from empathy research
to construct a theory of coaching abrasive executives.

Abrasive behavior is understood to be the executive’s maladaptive
defense against the threat of unconscious self-perceptions of inadequacy.
Incessantly striving to demonstrate superior adequacy through super-competence,

perceived coworker incompetence is inaccurately interpreted and attacked as
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resistance to the SuperManager’s quest for perfection. Executives were coached to
use empathy (perception and accurate interpretation of behavior) to gain insight
into the psychodynamics of their workplace interactions and the
counterproductive consequences of an aggressive management style. This
concept was conveyed through the interpretive lens of threat, anxiety, and
defense encountered by the executive struggling for survival in an intensely
competitive business environment.

Insights gained by the executives were used to develop interpersonal
management strategies reflecting increased emotional intelligence and decreased
aggression. These findings stand in contrast to bullying and mobbing theories
which hold that abrasive executive behavior is both intractable and malevolently
motivated. Further research is needed to develop and demonstrate the
effectiveness of interventions designed to reduce workplace suffering caused by

abrasive executives.

Keywords: abrasive executives; leadership abuse; executive coaching; coaching
method; bully; workplace abuse; workplace bullying; workplace harassment;
workplace incivility; workplace mobbing; empathy; insight; organizational
psychodynamics; interpersonal organizational behavior; interpersonal
management competence; emotionally intelligent leadership; workplace

emotional intelligence
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The players all played at once without waiting for turns, quarrelling all the while, and fighting
for the hedgehogs; and in a very short time the Queen was in a furious passion, and went
stamping about, and shouting, “Off with his head!” or “Off with her head!” about once in a
minute. Alice began to feel very uneasy: to be sure, she had not as yet had any dispute with the
Queen, but she knew that it might happen any minute, “and then,” thought she, “what would
become of me? They re dreadfully fond of beheading people here: the great wonder is, that

there’s any one left alive!”
-from Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland (Carroll, 1865/1941)

CHAPTER ONE: INTRODUCTION

I have always been interested in the reduction of emotional suffering.
Child of a psychiatrist and hospital volunteer, I trained in clinical social work
and practiced psychotherapy to help others find release from emotional pain.
Before this I studied animal behavior for my bachelor’s degree in zoology. In
1980, I joined the clinical staff of an employee assistance program (EAP) in
Alaska, providing counseling to employees of contracted corporations. It was
here that I learned about the intense emotional suffering experienced by
employees who work for or with abrasive executives.

I founded the Executive Insight Development Group, Inc. to coach
abrasive executives. Over the past 10 years of practice, I have drawn upon my
learning as a student of animal behavior, human behavior, and organizational
behavior to develop a method to help these executives reduce their abrasive
behavior, increase their effectiveness, and ultimately, reduce suffering in the

workplace.



I must also confess that I have a poor conscious memory. I learn through
integration of theory and practice, and in this process theory tends to sink into
the shadow world of the unconscious. As a practitioner, I have had the
experience of feeling that I know what I am doing, while at the same finding
myself unable to readily articulate the theoretical basis for my practice (“Looks
good in practice, but does it work in theory?”). 1 am engaging in this dissertation
research to discover, explicate, and explore the theoretical bases for the use of
empathy in coaching these individuals and the application of a conceptual
framework of threat, anxiety, and defense in the coaching process. This
conceptualization draws upon my past studies of ethology (animal behavior), my
training in psychoanalytic psychotherapy (also known as ego psychology), my
personal experience as an executive, and my professional experience as an
executive coach responding to suffering in organizations.

Abrasion is generally defined as the process of wearing down by means of
friction, injury or irritation (Simpson & Weiner, 1989). In the course of my work
as an employee assistance counselor and as an executive coach, I encountered
employees' hearts and souls that had been eroded away by the continuing
emotional distress experienced in their interactions with abrasive executives,
resulting in reduced motivation, alienation from the workplace, and oftentimes
diminished enjoyment of their personal lives.

I was asked to work with the executives who caused this suffering. I

treated them as I did all of my clients — with empathy —and over the past 10



years evolved a psychoanalytically-informed approach to coaching this
population to reduce emotional suffering in the workplace.

I am interested in examining the use of empathy as a means to reduce
suffering in the workplace: suffering experienced not only by the executive’s
coworkers, but also suffering experienced by the executives themselves as they

struggle to manage people and circumstances.

Background and Purpose of the Study

Few of us have escaped the experience of working for a bad boss. Bad can
refer to either technical or interpersonal incompetence, the latter manifested in
abrasive behavior. Abrasive behavior can consist of any behavior between the
executive and coworkers that creates emotional distress sufficient to disrupt
organizational functioning. Examples of abrasive behavior include, but are not
limited to: rudeness, downgrading or demeaning another’s capabilities, public
ridicule and disrespect, swearing, overwork, over-control (micromanagement),
concentration on subordinate’s weaknesses, social isolation, neglect, threats,
intimidation, deception, unfair or unrealistic demands, abusive language, insults,
bribes, criticism, name calling, unjustly withholding a deserved reward, physical
maltreatment, setting up subordinates to fail, withholding needed favors such as
time off, blocking subordinate’s access to opportunities, indecisiveness and
unrealistically high or unfair expectations (Bassman & London, 1993). Abrasive

(also referred to as aversive) behaviors can manifest in a pattern over a period of



time, and are declared disruptive because of the perceived cumulative effects of
the behavior (Kowalski, 2001a). Occasionally a single instance of abrasive
behavior may prove egregious enough to merit identification as destructive.
There is no business standard for abrasion that can be uniformly applied to all
workplace behaviors, as different organizational cultures embrace differing
standards of acceptable behavior.

Current workplace research has focused on interpersonally-aggressive
abrasive behavior, also termed bullying or mobbing. Managers have been
identified as constituting the majority of perpetrators of workplace aggression
(McCarthy, Sheehan, & Wilkie, 1996; Savva & Alexandrou, 1998). A 2000 study of
superior-to-subordinate aggression in the United Kingdom concluded that close
to 2.5 million U.K. employees considered themselves as having been the victims
of managerial aggression in the previous 6 months (Hoel & Cooper, 2000). The
Center for Creative Leadership reported that 74% of successful executives in
three Fortune 100 corporations reported that they had had at least one intolerable
boss (Lombardo & McCall, 1984).

The purpose of this study is to explore how empathy is used in a coaching
process intended to help executives construct less abrasive management
strategies. As a theoretical dissertation, my goal is to explore and develop the
theoretical framework informing this coaching method for abrasive executives.
This work was undertaken in the interest of developing theory rather than

demonstrating causality.



Significance

Abrasive executive behavior has the potential to destroy individual well-
being and organizational effectiveness. The costs can first be calculated in terms
of work disruption. Abrasive executive behavior can impact productivity to the
point of paralysis; examples of companies, departments, and projects devastated
by abrasive leadership are legion. A recent Gallup Organization (2003) study
based on queries of some 2 million workers at 700 companies found that poor
supervisory behavior was the main reason employees quit. A study of 5,300
employees from the public, private, and non-profit sectors conducted by the
University of Manchester (Hoel & Cooper, 2000) led researchers to estimate that
workplace aggression contributed to a loss of 18 million working days per year
in England.

Costs of organizational disruption include attrition of valued employees
(Pearson, Andersson, & Porath, 2000), decreased morale and motivation
resulting in lowered productivity (McCarthy, Sheehan, & Kearns, 1995), higher
incidence of stress-related illnesses (Quine, 1999) and substance abuse (Richman,
Rospenda, Flaherty, & Freels, 2001), increased legal actions based on hostile
environment or discriminatory behavior (Leymann, 1990), and retaliatory
responses such as sabotage (Laabs, 1999) and homicide (McLaughlin, 2000). In
the course of my Alaska EAP work, I found that it was not unusual for clients to

present at our offices terrified by homicidal ideation toward a boss. In the course



of crisis counseling they expressed relief over relinquishing the firearms so often
carried in Alaskan vehicles.

The cost of workplace abrasion to individuals can be calculated in terms of
professional, financial, and emotional survival. Promising careers can easily be
derailed with the arrival of an abrasive executive. Employees may be driven to
quit in order to distance themselves from the source of their suffering. And they
will take this action in full awareness of the potential severe financial
ramifications of their decision.

Families may experience a ripple effect from victims who become
estranged or aggressive at home (Beasley, 1997). The direct emotional costs are
equally negative; I will never forget the employee whose morale had been so
eroded by a micromanaging superior that he contemplated suicide each day on

his drive to work.

The Coaching Method
The majority of abrasive executives are referred for coaching by their
employers rather than self-referral. Referred executives are sufficiently valued
for their technical skills to merit retention; however, their organizations have
determined that their abrasive behavior is disrupting operations to an
unacceptable degree.
The coaching method under study consists of assessment of and feedback

to the executive on coworker perceptions of the executive's abrasive behavior,



followed by coaching and periodic retrieval of coworker perceptions, termed
pulse checks.

Assessment begins with the first meeting with the referring parties,
followed by the first meeting with the prospective coaching client (the abrasive
executive). In these initial meetings with organizational representatives and the
executive, the coach explores each party’s perceptions of the referral, describes
the process, and secures authorization to proceed.

The executive and the referring parties are then asked to compile a list of
coworkers at all organizational levels to be interviewed by the coach. Each
feedback contributor is interviewed individually and asked to discuss the
strengths and weaknesses of the executive’s management style. These data are
then purged of identifying information and aggregated into themes in
preparation for the feedback meeting.

In this meeting, the coach provides the executive, and only the executive,
with a summary of feedback themes describing coworker perceptions of the
nature and degree of impact of the executive's abrasive behavior. (With the
assistance of the coach, the executive then prioritizes the abrasive behaviors
discussed in the feedback to determine which behavior will first be addressed in
the coaching process. Upon completion of the assessment and feedback phases,
coaching begins). Coaching is conducted in a confidential manner; no
information regarding the client is shared with the employer or coworkers

without the client’s express consent.



The above provides a brief and rather mechanical description of the
phases of the coaching process (which will be explicated in greater detail in
Chapter 4), but does not address the question of what exactly occurs following
feedback, the actual coaching process. Let me now confess: I winged it, literally,
with no flight manual or training beyond that gained through life experience and
my studies of animal and human behavior.

Another term for “winging it” is improvising; generating a response based
on one’s prior knowledge and or experience. Prior to embarking upon this work,
I must also confess that I held a number of beliefs that deeply influenced my
early practice decisions. First, as the daughter of a psychoanalytic psychiatrist I
grew up believing that the key to changing behavior lay in understanding
behavior, in gaining insight into the emotions motivating the behavior. Second, I
believed that treating people badly was not the most effective means of
motivation (carrot trumps stick) and learned from my physician father’s
Hippocratic stance to, above all, do no harm.

From these beliefs and from my psychotherapy training, I determined that
in order to help these individuals keep their jobs I would have to gain insight
into why they engaged in abrasive behavior. To do this, I would have to refrain
from moral judgment of their behavior, which could only serve to alienate me
from them. This, at the time, was my understanding of empathy: suspending
moral judgment in order to understand another’s behavior: in other words,

maintaining a caring stance so as to preserve the ability to be helpful. Finally, I



confess now that I had a covert motivation beyond helping the abrasive
executive improve their management style: I wanted them to stop harming
others.

The work began. I started by asking my clients questions about how,
when, and why they engaged in abrasive behavior so that I, the coach, could
develop insight into the emotions motivating their behavior. Fascinated by the
questions that occurred to me regarding their behavioral styles, I presented these
questions to my clients, and we strove to answer them. What motivated them to
behave abrasively? Where did they learn these behaviors, and why did they elect
to use them? Did they see the negative impact of their behavior on others, and
the costs to themselves? What precipitated the abrasive behavior? Did they feel
they had control over it? What, if anything, would motivate them to change to a
less destructive interpersonal management style?

By asking these questions, I entered into what I later learned to be an
action research process with my clients. Action research has been defined as
research in which the validity and value of research results are tested through
collaborative participant-professional (in this case, client-coach) knowledge
generation and application processes in projects of social change that aim to
increase fairness, wellness and self-determination (Greenwood & Levin, 2000).

“ Action research ignores the boundaries between disciplines when they restrict
effective understanding and action and advocates crossing the boundary

between academia and society as a basic principle of operation” (p. 94).



As a psychotherapist, I had developed deep respect for the individuality
of my patients, and trusted that this process of inquiry characteristic of action
research and psychoanalytically informed psychotherapy would help in
understanding the emotions underlying these executives' dysfunctional
behaviors. I applied this same respect and curiosity to my coaching clients,
hoping that a process of mutual inquiry would help us both to understand the
meaning and impact of their abrasive behaviors, and ideally lead to management
styles that caused less suffering in coworkers.

Beyond inquiring into the behavior of my clients, I found myself asking
my clients to inquire into the behavior of their coworkers. I asked them to
observe their coworkers” behaviors in response to the executives' own behaviors,
to develop hypotheses on the emotions motivating these behaviors, and to test
their hypotheses in future interactions with their coworkers. I encouraged them
to do this by suspending moral judgment in order to understand others: my early
definition of empathy. I found myself suggesting that they put themselves into
their coworkers’” psychological shoes to better hypothesize about the emotions
motivating their behaviors. In other words, I found myself asking my clients to
conduct research to gain insight into their coworkers in the same manner I was
striving to gain insight into these executives.

Effective research requires a capacity for objectivity. I quickly learned that
these executives, like psychotherapists, would have to monitor and manage their

subjective emotions to maintain the objectivity necessary for their research. I

10



found myself communicating this concept by acquainting my clients with the
core construct of emotional intelligence theory: emotional management. I also
found myself providing information on the psychodynamics of defense, and was
aware of a growing tendency to draw analogies with survival strategies in the
animal world.

This, then, was the early flight pattern that emerged from “winging it,” a
coaching method for these abrasive executives. After approximately 3 to 4
months of coaching, I would secure the executives' permission to re-interview
their coworkers to determine if others perceived a lessening of abrasive behavior
and experienced less suffering. These pulse checks, as I termed them, were
repeated approximately every 3 to 4 months until the coaching engagement
concluded. As my years of practice progressed, so apparently did my technique,
evidenced by positive results in these pulse checks. Reports from organizational
authorities and coworkers indicated that the executives” behavior improved to an
acceptable level within an average of 6 to 8 months of coaching. I was doing
something, and it seemed to be working, but what, exactly, was I doing, and
why? I determined to answer these two questions in this dissertation: first, to
satisfy my curiosity, and second, to construct a theoretical model of coaching
abrasive executives that will, I hope, prove to be of value to both researchers and

practitioners.
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Research Objectives

This study was undertaken to research the theoretical bases of a coaching
method intended to help abrasive executives construct less destructive
interpersonal management strategies; to consciously analyze and explicate the
elements of a method of coaching that I had been intuitively constructing over
the past 10 years. In addition to an exploration of theory related to the method,
data from three selected coaching cases are analyzed to illustrate the theoretical
building blocks used in the construction of this coaching method.

The primary research question addressed in this study is: How is empathy
used in a coaching process to help executives construct less abrasive
management strategies? Executives who generate interpersonal distress in their
efforts to attain organizational objectives must learn to regulate the emotions that
lead to their abrasive behavior, and to develop new, non-abrasive management
strategies to achieve their goals. This exploration of the use of empathy in
coaching abrasive executives is undertaken with the intent of constructing new
theory to reduce suffering in the workplace resulting from abrasive executive
behavior.

The coaching method under study assumes that abrasive executives are,
in fact, capable of empathy. This study examines this assumption, along with the
following questions:

e Why do these executives chronically engage in abrasive behavior?

e Do these executives consciously intend to cause interpersonal harm?



e Are these executives aware of the nature, degree, and costs of their
abrasive behavior?

e How are these executives motivated to strive to reduce their abrasive
behavior?

e What role does the use of empathy play in these executives’ capacities to
decipher emotions that motivate coworker behaviors?

e Does the development of insight lead to the construction of less
destructive interpersonal management strategies than those originally

utilized by these executives?

Operational Definitions

An abrasive executive is here defined as any individual charged with
managerial authority whose interpersonal behavior causes emotional distress in
coworkers sufficient to disrupt organizational functioning. In this definition,
executive refers to all levels of authority, from team leader to chief executive
officer; disruption of organizational functioning is defined below.

Coaching is defined here as a mutual process between client and coach to
explore and discover improved ways of functioning to achieve the client’s
objectives. The coach contributes expertise based on research and experience,
while the client brings personal and professional goals, experiences, and
perceptions to the process. Coaching occurs primarily through ongoing dialog

between coach and client, who engage in developing strategies for goal
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achievement, while at the same time analyzing impediments to progress. The
coaching sessions described in this study last 90 minutes each, and intervals
between sessions range from 1 to 4 weeks, depending on the client’s progress.
Coaching sessions may be conducted at the workplace, at the coach’s office, or
(following in-person assessment) by telephone, depending on the executives’
needs and geographic circumstances.

Coworker refers to all employees of a given organization, including
superiors, peers, and subordinates.

Disruption of organizational functioning is defined here by manifestations
such as, but not limited to: expressions of emotional distress on the part of
employees, reduction of performance in coworkers, complaints to superiors
and/or human resources, attrition of valued employees, or harassment or hostile
environment lawsuits. Disruption is assessed and determined by responsible
superiors and/or organizational human resources representatives.

Empathy is here defined as the process of perceiving and interpreting
(inferring) emotions in others and oneself. Empathy and the aforementioned
sociobiological and psychoanalytic constructs of threat, anxiety, and defense are
discussed in greater detail in the literature review.

Executive coaching incorporates the general principles of coaching, and is
distinguished from other types of coaching by a focus on improving the
performance of individuals in their executive roles, thereby enhancing

organizational functioning. Executive coaching may focus on a variety of skills



and behaviors, including leadership skills, attainment of performance objectives,
and interpersonal behaviors. Coaching abrasive executives involves working
with individuals to reduce or eliminate the abrasive behaviors that disrupt
organizational functioning, thereby impairing executive effectiveness.

Insight is defined here as the accurate interpretation of emotions, the

correct discernment of the specific content of one’s own or others' feelings.

Assumptions and Limitations

The coaching method under study assumes that abrasive executives are,
in fact, capable of empathy. This study assumes that these abrasive executives
are able to understand concepts of empathy, emotional monitoring, emotional
management, threat, anxiety, and defense. The study also assumes that abrasive
executives are able to report their emotional responses during the coaching
process fully and honestly.

This study acknowledges several limitations. The study was conducted
using my own coaching background, process, practice, and cases with abrasive
executive clients; while the coaching process developed and used is fully
described herein, the process is nevertheless intersubjective and other coaches or
psychotherapists may have differing results.

Limitation due to sample: The study was conducted using the cases of
three U.S. executives and thus may not be generalizable to all executives and/or

organizational cultures worldwide. All three executives in the cases used were
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middle-aged, Caucasian males, further limiting generalizability across gender,
race, and age. In addition, specific and detailed data collected in interviews with
the executives” coworkers during the coaching process were excluded from the
study to protect the executives” anonymity.

Limitation due to research design: Finally, as this is a qualitative study,
the findings may be subject to other or additional interpretations. Further studies

addressing these methods, choices, and limitations are welcomed.
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CHAPTER TWO: REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE

Introduction

This chapter begins with a review of the literature on abrasive executive
behavior in both the popular and scholarly literature, followed by a survey of
strategies currently employed to intervene with this population. Emotional
intelligence theory and training is explored for its relevance regarding emotional
management in the workplace. This is followed by an examination of theories
regarding the etiology of abrasive executive behavior. To explore the theoretical
bases of the coaching method under consideration, the chapter then proceeds to
an examination of sociobiological and psychoanalytic perspectives on defensive
behavior, followed by review of the literature on empathy, empathic response,

and the relation of empathy to leadership.

Abrasive Executive Behavior
An abrasive executive was defined above as an individual charged with
managerial authority whose interpersonal behavior causes emotional distress
sufficient to disrupt organizational functioning; disruption is determined by
responsible superiors and/or human resource representatives. This definition
encompasses professionals with managerial authority such as physicians and
attorneys who are not considered organizational executives in the traditional

sense.
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Examples of abrasive behavior given by Bassman and London (1993)
include, but are not limited to:

unrealistically high or unfair expectations and holding hostage needed
favours, such as time off. Abuse may take the form of public ridicule and
disrespect, overwork (which devalues personal life), over-control,
concentration on subordinates” weaknesses, deception, unfair or
unrealistic demands, abusive language, insults, bribes, criticism, name
calling, unjustly withholding a deserved reward (such as a promotion or
pay increase), and physical maltreatment. Further, abuse may involve
setting subordinates up to fail, blocking subordinates” access to
opportunities, unfairly taking credit for subordinates” work, and/or
downgrading or demeaning other” capabilities. Abusive behaviours may
have legal ramifications include sexual harassment and discrimination
based on gender, sexual orientation, handicap, race, religion, age or other
characteristics unrelated to job capabilities and performance. (p. 18)

Essentially, any behavior perceived as abrasive in daily social interaction can
constitute abrasive behavior in the workplace; the means by which one
individual can incur emotional distress in others are limitless. Kowalski (2001a)
elaborated on abrasive behaviors, referred to as aversive behaviors, indicating
that they can range from extreme forms (violent acts such as physical abuse,
murder, and rape) to the more mundane. Mundane behaviors include: rudeness,
gossiping, swearing, failing to control bodily functions, chronic complaining,
narcissism, excessive reassurance-seeking, teasing, hurting other’s feelings,
ostracism, conflict, deception, not listening, intentional embarrassment, neglect,
spreading rumors, violating confidentiality, betrayals, using the silent treatment,
moodiness, criticism, jealousy, forgetting commitments, incompetence, contempt,

defensiveness, and sabotage.



Kowalski (2001b) noted that abrasive (he termed them aversive) behaviors
include both acts of commission and acts of omission. Although most
descriptions of abrasive behavior focus on aggressive acts of commission, acts of
omission (such as neglect and forgetting, reflecting passivity) can prove just as
abrasive as acts of commission. For the purposes of this dissertation, abrasive
styles that primarily involve acts of commission will be referred to as aggressive
abrasive; abrasive styles that primarily involve acts of omission, avoidant abrasive.
An executive with an aggressive abrasive style commits acts (e.g., yelling, public
humiliation) that cause abrasion, whereas the executive with a avoidant abrasive
style produces emotional distress by failing to act (e.g., avoiding decisions,
ignoring others’ requests).

Many abrasive interpersonal behaviors that occur in isolation are easily
tolerated, quickly forgotten, and forgiven: “Repeated relational transgressions,
however, are quite another matter, because aversiveness increases with the
frequency of aversive behaviors” (Kowalski, 2001b, p. 301). The term social
allergen was coined to refer to abrasive behaviors that produce unpleasant
reactions in others:

Just as the physical response to a single exposure to a physical allergen,
such as dust, is relatively minor, so the emotional and social response to
infrequent exposure to a social allergen, such as teasing, is often
negligible. However, repeated exposure to social allergens produces a
social allergy that Cunningham, Barbee, and Druen (1997) defined as “a
reaction of hypersensitive disgust or annoyance to a social allergen” (p.
191). (Kowalski, 2001b, p. 300)

19



Abrasiveness is a matter of perception, for a behavior that one person perceives
to be amusing may be regarded as hurtful and demeaning by another (Kowalski,
2001b). Research on the differing perceptions of the parties involved shows that
perpetrators minimize the negative impact of their behavior, view the behavior
more benignly, perceive the behavior as rationally motivated, and consider the
consequences of the behavior to be minimal (Baumeister, 1997; Besag, 1989;
Leary, Springer, Negel, Ansell, & Evans, 1998).

Research indicates that most people who inflict distress do not intend to
hurt others; in Leary et al.”s (1998) study, over 80% indicated that they had no
intention to hurt others’ feelings, and that the hurt had been accidental or the
result of inconsiderateness and insensitivity. Miller (2001) noted that people
engage in abrasive behaviors out of sheer ignorance, lacking awareness of the
appropriate relational rules (Metts, 1994), or because of some type of social skill
deficit on the part of the perpetrator (Miller, 2001).

Finally, abrasive behaviors injure relationships because they lead to
inferences of relational devaluation (Kowalski, 2001b). Victims of repeated
abrasive behavior tend to experience negative emotion in response, because they
perceive that the abrasive individual does not value them (Leary, Koch, &

Hechenbleikner, 2001).

This idea of changes in relational evaluation explains why the relational
transgressions of close others are typically more hurtful and more
noticeable than those of strangers or acquaintances. Generally, we desire
the approval and acceptance of close others more than of strangers. Thus,
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we are more likely to be hurt by indications of relational devaluation from
close, as opposed to distant others. (Kowalski, 2001b, p. 304)

In summary, abrasive behavior is defined in the eyes of the beholder:
interpretation of which behaviors are abrasive is idiosyncratic. Abrasive behavior
can take aggressive or avoidant forms. Chronic abrasive behavior increases the
possibility that recipients will feel devalued. On the other hand, most
perpetrators of abrasive behavior do not intend to cause harm, minimize the

impact of their behavior, and view their actions as the products of rationality.

Descriptions of Abrasive Executives in the Popular Literature

Descriptions of abrasive executives in the popular literature share
strikingly similar characteristics. Typically, books and articles on the subject are
written in a highly adversarial tone, portraying the executive as the evil
antagonist of the workplace battlefield. Titles are highly dramatic and
inflammatory as in these examples: Brutal Bosses and Their Prey (Hornstein, 1996),
Crazy Bosses (Bing, 1992), Corporate Hyenas at Work: How to Spot and Outwit Them
by Being Hyenawise (Marais & Herman, 1997).

Such authors have referred to their books as combat guides (Felder, 1993),
survival guides (Hornstein, 1996), battle tactics (Kramer, 1985) or bullybusting
strategies (Namie & Namie, 2003). They continue with the colorful metaphors,

referring to the executive as crazy (Bing, 1992), toxic (Reed, 1993), predator,
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sadistic, brutal (Hornstein, 1996), tyrant, corporate hyena (Marais & Herman,
1997), or jerk (Lloyd, 1999).

The books proceed to authoritative definition and classification of the
offending individuals, either by type of individual or type of behavior.
Descriptors are inevitably colorful, simplistic, and pejorative. The abrasive
executive is variously described as follows:

e The Angry Screamer, The Saccharine Snake, The Space Case, The

Invalidator, The Cold Shoulder (Felder, 1993)

e Commander, Mild Slick, Slave Driver, Peter Pan, Judge, Don
Juan/Senorita Juanita, Father Knows Best, Flash, Stoney Superboss
(Kramer, 1985)

e The Screamer, The Amnesiac, The Multitasker (Mackenzie, 2003)

e Bully, Paranoid, Narcissist, Bureaucrazy, Disaster Hunter (Bing, 1992)

¢ The Self-Involved Toxic Executive, The Toxic Disorganizer, The Fiscally
Abusive Toxic Executive, The Valueless Toxic Executive, The Addicted
Toxic Executive (Reed, 1993)

e Casanova, Explosive, Gangster, Narcissistic, Spineless Sensation,
Turncoat, Backstabber, Accuser, Zombie (Di Genio, 2002)

e Constant Critic, Two-Headed Snake, Gatekeeper, Screaming Mimi
(Namie & Namie, 2003)

e Executioner, Dehumanizer, Blamer, Rationalizer, Conqueror, Performer,

Manipulator (Hornstein, 1996)
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Reed (1993) offered a characteristically pejorative listing of behaviors
exhibited by abrasive executives. He stated that so-called toxic executives invade
the privacy and space of others, have secrets to protect, are changeable and
unpredictable, are abrasion junkies, are non-, under-, and half-instructors (failing
to inform), are Trappists (demonstrating passivity in solving problems that do
not relate to their success), have bad manners, are late for appointments and
meetings, are ruinous to meetings, use avoidance English (slurring words,
tinishing sentences), are cosmeticians (focusing on appearance), highly
competitive, abuse people and things , hate others’ ideas, are credit snatchers,
play the blame game, are Criticophiliacs (enjoy being critical), isolate special
targets, are super-simplist/reductionists, have secret agendas, have problems
with the truth, zealously protect their power positions, have aggressive
possessions (guns, dogs), clothes give them away (black handkerchief signifies
criminality), and have little or no sense of the future (p. 13).

Even the authors of one of the earliest scholarly examinations of abrasive
executives (Lombardo & McCall, 1984) could not resist the impulse to create
pejorative categorizations. Researching the factors that can interfere with or
derail executive development, the authors interviewed 73 successful executives
on their experiences with an intolerable boss, ultimately categorizing them as
Snakes in the Grass, Attilas, Heel Grinders, Egotists, Dodgers, Business

Incompetents, Detail Drones, Not Respected, and Slobs.
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Descriptions of Abrasive Executives in the Scholarly Literature

Similar to the popular theorists, scholarly researchers strive to categorize
abrasive executives through typologies or psychological diagnostic categories.
Levinson (1978) pioneered this effort in a Harvard Business Review article entitled
“The Abrasive Personality.” He described abrasive personalities as “people who
puzzle, dismay, frustrate, and enrage others in organizations (p. 86) . . . men and
women of high, sometimes brilliant, achievement who stubbornly insist on
having their own way and are contemptuous of others . ..” (p. 87). According to
Levinson, the abrasive personality is highly intelligent and driven by the need
for perfection, reflective of an unconscious self-perception of inadequacy and
resulting need to see oneself as extraordinary.

Kaplan (1991) described as expansive executives whose insatiable appetite
for mastery reflects underlying insecurity. “Fundamentally, they do not have a
secure feeling of their own worth. For this reason they are inordinately
concerned with performing well” (p. 58). He then differentiated between the
effective expansive who goes to productive extremes to achieve mastery and the
significantly flawed (p. 59) expansive executive who resorts to interpersonally
destructive extremes. For expansive executives, the danger or threat lies in failing
to achieve perfection, thereby validating the unconscious and intolerable anxiety
of loss of control. Kaplan further differentiated expansives into three subtypes:
the striver-builder, reflective of the wish to fulfill parental expectations of

greatness; the self-vindicator/fix-it specialist, reflective of the wish to redeem



oneself in the eyes of rejecting parents; and the perfectionist-systematizer, reflective
of the wish to gain the approval of perfectionistic parents.

Emotional intelligence (EI) researchers Goleman, Boyatzis, and McKee
(2002) characterized the dissonant executive as lacking in empathy, unaware, and
thus out of tune with the feelings of others:

There are countless kinds of dissonant leaders, who not only lack empathy
(and so are out of synch with the group) but also transmit emotional tones
that resound most often in a negative register. Most of those leaders, we
find, don’t mean to be so discordant; they simply lack the critical EI
abilities that would help them lead with resonance. (p. 23)

Psychodynamically oriented theorists organized dysfunctional executives and
dysfunctional organizations by diagnostic categories, or what Kets de Vries
(2001) referred to as the clinical paradigm. “Using the findings of clinical research
on human behavior as its conceptual base, this paradigm helps in understanding
all forms of behavior, however irrational these may appear to be” (p. 6). The
American Psychiatric Association’s Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental
Disorders (DSM IV-TR) (APA, 2000), considered to be the definitive compendium
of psychopathology by mental health practitioners, described the following
personality disorders: paranoid (distrustful), schizoid (detached), schizotypal
(relationship-avoidant), antisocial (disregard for others), borderline (unstable,
impulsive), histrionic (excessive emotionality), narcissistic (grandiose), avoidant
(socially inhibited), dependent (submissive), and obsessive-compulsive
(perfectionistic). Kets de Vries and Miller (1984) drew upon psychological

diagnostic categories to describe five types of organizations: paranoid,
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compulsive, dramatic, depressive, and schizoid. Kernberg (1979, 1998), a
renowned researcher of the borderline personality disorder, analyzed abrasive
executive behavior in terms of schizoid, obsessive, paranoid, and narcissistic
personalities. Maccoby (2000) followed a similar track, focusing exclusively on
the narcissistic leader.

In applying a clinical paradigm to the phenomenon of executive abrasion,
these psychodynamically oriented theorists diagnosed the behavior in the
context of hypothesized personality disorders. Explicating the details of each
theorist’s typologies or, in the case of clinician-theorists, diagnostic analyses of
abrasive executives far exceeds the scope and intent of this study. These efforts to
categorize abrasive executives are described to illustrate that efforts to categorize
such behavior inevitably result in typologies reflective of the theorists’
perspectives: The abrasive executive is variously labeled expansive, dissonant, or

narcissistic, depending on the theorist’s stance.

Workplace Aggression and Bullying
A report examining the experience of working for an intolerable boss was
part of a larger, long-term study undertaken by the Center for Creative
Leadership (Lombardo & McCall, 1984). This work was pioneering in the sense
that it addressed the phenomenon of abuse perpetrated by a superior. Types of
behavioral constellations were identified, as well as strategies used by the survey

participants to deal with the aversive behaviors.
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In the late 1980s researchers began looking at the phenomenon of
interpersonal aggression in school and work environments. Referred to as
mobbing or bullying in the studies, findings from research in Scandinavian
countries then spread to other countries including Australia, Britain, Canada,
Germany, South Africa, and Japan. Research on workplace abrasion in the
United States is currently viewed as fragmented (Rayner, Hoel, & Cooper, 2002).

Workplace aggression (termed bullying) is variously defined. Most theorists
acknowledge that there is no definitive list of aggressive behaviors, but that these
behaviors have the effect of threatening the recipient (Rayner et al., 2002). Other
generalized definitions depict workplace aggression as:

persistent, offensive, abusive, intimidating, malicious, or insulting
behavior, abuse of power or unfair penal sanctions, which makes the
recipient feel upset, threatened, humiliated or vulnerable, which
undermines their self-confidence and which may cause them to suffer
stress. (MSF, 1995, p. 2)

Workplace bullying constitutes unwanted, offensive, humiliating,
undermining behavior towards and individual or groups of employees.
Such persistently malicious attacks on personal or professional
performance are typically unpredictable, irrational and often unfair. This
abuse of power and position can cause such chronic stress and anxiety
that people gradually lose belief in themselves, suffering physical ill
health and mental distress as a result. (Douglas, 2001, p. 4)

The presence of behavioral patterns is emphasized in these definitions: “Taken
individually, incidents may seem innocuous, but put together they add up to a
scenario which is destabiliz