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Handling Workplace Negativity  
Nothing impacts employee morale more powerfully than negativity in the workplace. Negativity can be 
manifested loudly (by those who make their thoughts clearly and rudely known to all who will listen), or 
quietly (by those who speak negatively behind the backs of their co-workers). However it happens, if it is 
not dealt with swiftly and confidently, it will eventually destroy your team, reduce efficiency and productivity, 
and cause valuable staff members to seek employment elsewhere. Whether you have a small staff of 2 or 
3, or are managing a larger group - nipping negativity in the bud will bring huge benefits to your business. 
Letting it linger will bring you more trouble than you want to handle. 
 
Recognizing the Signs 
How do you know if negativity is a problem in your company? First you need to understand what negativity 
is and where it comes from. A Management Review article (1998) states that negativity is most often a 
result of a loss of confidence, control or community. People don't generally set out to be negative, but 
when pushed with a fear of loss or control, they exhibit fight or flight behaviors. You can usually identify the 
'fighters' fairly easily, but you might have to look a little harder for the 'flighters'. This is particularly 
important if those people who cannot express themselves in the workplace, take to complaining about your 
company around town. 
 
Say Betty in your accounting department made a huge mistake with the financial statements last month. 
She may try to cope with her loss of confidence by blaming her mistake on the bookkeeper and gossiping 
about her incompetence. Or what about Bob - head of Marketing? He's heard 
rumours that the company is downsizing and that his position may be on the 
chopping block. Suddenly he turns into a tyrant, demanding absolute perfection 
from his department so he can look good to his superiors and protect his 
position. And then there's Martha, the receptionist, who hasn't been feeling very 
valued lately, so she quietly collects information on what's going on with various 
staff members and then shares her juicy secrets with others in the workplace so 
she can feel important. 
 
Chances are, if negativity is floating through your workplace, you've heard 
rumblings or whispers, seen bullying behaviors, or noticed discontent in your 
staff. Workplace negativity always results in a breakdown of the team, and that 
may be your first clue that something is amiss. Some other clues are a decline 
in productivity or work quality from otherwise dependable employees, shifts in 
relationships (who hangs out with who in the staff room), a marked consistent 
change in behaviors, or a growing dissention at staff meetings. 
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If you've identified some of the signs of negativity, here are a few strategies to get things back on 
track.  
Open the Lines of Communication - Make sure you provide opportunities for people to express 
their feelings about what's going on in the workplace. Regular staff meetings, or if you have a small staff, 
regular one-on-one meetings with them, can be a great place to start. If people feel they will be heard 
and that their feelings will be respected, they will channel their energies toward positive communication 
rather than negativity.  
 
Reward People for Being Positive - It's easy for managers to get caught up in only addressing the 
things that are going wrong in an organization. It's the urgent squeezing out the important. Make sure 
people know you notice their efforts to be positive. Have a monthly "positivity" award, take someone 
aside and let them know you appreciate their positive contribution, or better yet, let others in your office 
know someone has done something good.  
 
Deal with the Troublemakers Quickly - If you've identified some of the behaviors listed above in 
your workplace, you need to take a hard line against the negativity it is perpetuating among your staff. 
Take the negative person aside and clearly address how their behavior is affecting your workplace, and 
how you expect their behavior to change. Give a timeline and then meet with them again. Reward 
positive changes and reiterate your expectations if changes have not taken place. If negativity persists 
you may need to make a tough decision about whether to keep that person on. The damage they do may 
outweigh the value they provide. If your staff sees you taking a zero-tolerance stand on workplace 
negativity, they will think twice about how they behave. 
 
Lead by Example - If you want a positive workplace, you need to be a positive leader. You can't 
expect your staff to treat each other with kindness and respect if you're not doing the same. You can't 
expect them not to gossip if you're talking about people behind their backs (even if it's customers). 
Strong leadership shows through what you do more than what you say. Demonstrate the behaviors you 
want to see. 
 
Workplace negativity is not inevitable. By watching for the signs and making an effort to deal with the 
things you see, you can create a positive work environment where mutual respect is the law and 
negativity doesn't find a place to stand. 

Beating Burnout Before it Begins 
Running your business is often more than a full time job. As a result, it is common for small business 
owners' lives to become unbalanced, where work takes over every other thing. If you find yourself 
stressed out, burned out, or worn out, take a moment to assess your total health picture - the physical, 
spiritual, social and psychological aspects of who you are. There is a cost associated with overwork. The 
trouble is, we usually don't realize how much it will cost until the cost is too much. Given that the stress 
of running a small business will always exist, it's important that you recognize your limits and be 
proactive about preventing burnout. What would happen if you crashed, and weren't there to oversee 
things for six months? To avoid that scenario, watch for the physical and emotional signs that things are 
getting out of control - an inability to keep your emotions in check, sleepless nights, panic episodes, 
irritability, depression, or an inability to cope with daily stress. Beating burnout requires preventative 
action. Here are some things to think about. 

Decide What's Important to You - if meeting your sales quotas each month is more important than 
spending time with your family, you must choose to delegate your time accordingly. Unfortunately, most 
of us say our families and our health are more important than the bottom line, but don't make the  
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necessary changes to incorporate that belief. Deciding what's important to you will assist you in adjusting 
your work schedule to make sure the things you value are receiving the right amount of attention.  
Learn to Say No - people who are successful usually say yes a lot, but the people who are successful 
and wise, also learn when to say no. Adding other activities to your life may get you further ahead faster, 
but in the big picture of what's important to you, does it matter if it takes a little longer to get there if it 
means spending time on what you value? 
Ask for Help - small business owners are notorious for feeling as if they need to do it all, or that they're 
the only ones who can do it. Asking for help is not a sign of weakness, but rather a sign of wisdom and 
strength. Realize when you've reached your limit and then give things away. Delegate. Ask others to 
assist you with difficult tasks. You are capable, but letting others help means you can choose to focus on 
what's important to you. You may also be surprised how much you will benefit from allowing others to 
grow through those opportunities  

Simplify Your Life - the more you have, the more you have to 
worry about, to store, clean or fix. Routinely get rid of things you 
don't use and/or don't need. Reduce the clutter both at home and 
at work. Reduce the clutter in terms of your commitments. Do you 
really need to be involved in all those things? Take a deep breath 
and enjoy the peace of a simplified life. 
Take Time Off Regularly - working seven days a week will kill 
you - eventually. Everyone needs a break - including you! Even if 
your business requires you to work weekends, make sure you're 
taking adequate breaks so that your body and mind can rejuvenate. 
It will make you better able to manage things when you get back. 

Remember People - relationships are more important than any activity you can do. Spend time with 
the people who mean the most to you. No one at the end of life has ever said they wished they'd spent 
more time at the office. 
Make a Spiritual Connection - it is proven that spirituality enhances a person's peace of mind, and 
quality of life. Whatever that means for you, find a way to make a spiritual connection and to incorporate 
those beliefs into your daily living.  
Seek Professional Help - when it becomes obvious you are not able to manage the things in your life, 
don't avoid seeking help from a professional. Whether it's a psychologist or counselor, your doctor, or a 
business or financial advisor - know when you're in over your head and get the help you need to get back 
on track. 
 
Doing these things BEFORE you hit burnout, may prevent it from happening all together. But doing them 
when you realize you're headed for burnout is imperative if you want to avoid a situation where, 
physically or emotionally, you can't go on.  

Brainstorm for Better Ideas  

Ever been stuck on an idea that just won't take flight? Need a new direction for a product or service but 
can't seem to get the right one? All of us from time to time get what is the equivalent of "writer's block" to 
a business person, but what can we do to overcome it and launch into a creative solution to the problem 
we're facing? Brainstorming is one of the best idea generators you can use to move from stuck to 
stupendous! The purpose of brainstorming is to generate as many ideas as possible. Brainstorming is 
highly effective when done with your staff. It fosters teamwork and a sense of belonging and will 
strengthen your team in addition to generating great ideas. If you're running a small or one-person 
business, grab some friends or family, or other business associates, and plan a brainstorming session. 
Pick a night, order pizza and let loose. You'll be amazed at the synergy brainstorming can produce. 



4 

There are typically three phases to brainstorming, but you can use what works for you, and don't stop 
until you've achieved your desired result. 
 
Phase I 
Determine the topic you want to explore. A possible topic could be "Ways to Improve Customer Service". 
Assign one person to be the scribe and have plenty of paper or white board space available. Assign a 
specific amount of time (15-20 minutes is usually sufficient). Agree on the rules of the brainstorming 
session. They should be simple and few but if the group gets off track, you can remind them of the agreed 
upon rules.  
An example could be: 
* No discussion - just ideas (quantity not quality at this stage) 
* No judgments of any idea presented (save this for phase III) 
* No expansion or explanation of the idea (at this stage) 
* One idea can generate another idea (this is called hitchhiking and it works great) 
 
After the rules are set, allow the group to generate words or phrases that come to mind on the topic you 
have presented. One way is to use post it notes: people write their ideas down in a few words and stick 
the note on a wall or white board. Stop the group at the appropriate time - even if ideas are still flowing - 
and take a break. Come back again, change the scribe (if you are using one) and go for another fifteen 
minutes. If ideas are still coming break again and do this for a third time. The important thing is getting all 
the ideas down. 

Phase II 
Now, the group's task is to take the ideas and organize them. 
Come up with some general categories that the ideas can fit 
under, and begin recording each idea under the proper heading. 
For the topic of Customer Service, your categories might be: 
Warranties, Incentives, Personal Touch, Value-Added Items, 
Events . . . and so on. If you are using post it notes you can 
rearrange them on the wall in columns. You'll find some ideas 
are similar but worded differently. Try combining them into one 
thought, but ask the two people who provided the ideas to do 
this so both of their thoughts are accurately represented. 
 

Phase III 
In this phase, the group's task is to examine the ideas. Discard any ideas that are not feasible, practical, 
or are beyond the scope of the topic. Throw out ideas that are contradictory (or leave them in a separate 
place and brainstorm them at another time). With what's remaining, organize the ideas in order of 
importance, feasibility, and affordability. Once you have this list, the group should evaluate whether these 
ideas have answered the original question or topic put forward at the beginning of the session. One 
option at this stage is to provide everyone three sticky coloured dots (you can buy these at any stationery 
store) and ask them to vote (by putting their dots on a post it note) for the ideas that they think answer the 
question best. They can 'vote' for three issues using one dot each, or give one idea several dots, or even 
put all three dots on one idea that you really love. Using only the ideas with the most votes can save a lot 
of time, but given enough time all ideas can be examined. If they do, you have the beginnings of some 
new strategies or directions. Take that list and create a document that summarizes your brainstorming 
session. You may decide to get together for another session to even further expand on that final list and 
how to turn those things into actions. 
 
If the list doesn't answer your original question, you may need to go back and try the process again (albeit 
at another time) but chances are pretty good that you'll have the beginnings of a new way of looking at 
the issue that will allow you to get "unstuck" and move on toward productive solutions.  
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Get the Facts  
Make sure you know and understand what both parties want. This sounds simple but often a 
misunderstanding is the downfall of successful negotiation. State your position, and make sure you get 
the other party to clearly state theirs. Only when both positions are understood do you have a place from 
which to start your negotiations. 
 
Always Look for Win/Win Opportunities 
Thinking win/win is imperative for successful negotiation. There are no winners or losers - both parties 
must gain something, and both parties are often required to give something up. Realize you don't have 
to win on every point - decide which ones you can give up in order to get the ones you really want. Look 
at their position and determine where you can give a little to let them gain what they need. When both 
parties come out feeling as if they've won, you've been successful. 
 
Give Benefits 
In order for the other party to give, you need to provide value or benefits to them. Think about who you 
are, what your business does, and match it to the needs you perceive they have. The more closely you 
can offer benefits to match their needs, the more likely they are to negotiate with you about yours. 
 
Know Your Limits  
You will need to know what you're willing to give up, and what you're not, or you may end up giving away 
something you really weren't prepared to part with. A trick is thinking beforehand about the maximum 
(the most you dare ask for without being ridiculous), the minimum (your own bottom line, whether that's 
price or product), and the goal (a realistic compromise). Having thought this through ahead of time puts 
you in a more confident bargaining position. 
 
Set the Rules  
Make sure that when you begin the negotiations, you set the rules 
right from the start. You might say something like "Before we get 
started I'd just like to go over things as they stand and outline what 
I hope we can accomplish here." In doing this you begin from a 
position of strength and leadership. The other person will generally 
agree and the result is that you both have a starting point that has 
been clearly defined. You'll also find that since you started the 
process, the other party will generally allow you to lead. To 
succeed in negotiation you must be prepared physically, mentally 
and psychologically. Pick a time when you won't be interrupted and 
a place where there will be few distractions. 

Negotiation - the Underestimated Business Skill  
In almost every small business owner's life there comes a time when he or she faces a conflict or situation 
that has the potential of ruining a business relationship and/or damaging their business. Whether it's an 
unhappy client or customer, a disgruntled employee, an irate supplier, or a disagreement with a business 
partner - these major issues can disrupt business and even cause damage that is difficult to recover from. 
Understanding the art of negotiation and how to skillfully navigate those conversations is a highly 
underestimated business skill. Knowing how to create a solution where both parties walk away feeling as if 
they've won will give you a business edge. Learn how to do this well and you will find yourself with a distinct 
business advantage over those who can not. The next time you find yourself in a situation like this, 
remember the following pieces to the negotiating puzzle. 
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Wowing Your Clients with a Dynamic Presentation 

You've probably heard what the number one fear of human beings is. It's not heights, or flying, or even 
death! It's speaking in public. The thought of standing in front of a room full of people causes more stress 
for most people than the thought of dying. Even people who are articulate, well-spoken and confident, 
freeze up when it comes to giving a presentation or speech. But the realities of running a small business 
are that you will find yourself in that role from time to time. Whether it's giving a sales presentation to a 
group of new clients, reporting to a board or governing body, or sharing information about your business 
with a group of other business people, there are some things you can do that will help you navigate past 
the sweaty palms and frogs that land in your throat, through the piercing eyes of your receivers, and on to 
the end result of presenting information that's important to you. So what can you do to ensure your 
presentation is dynamic, informative, interesting, and will not only grab people's attention, but help them 
remember what you've said? 

Be Patient  
Life isn't an equation, and negotiations can rarely be wrapped up in neat little packages the first time 
around. Sometimes solutions need to "sit" a bit with each party so they can mull over all the ramifications 
involved. Trying to hurry this process makes you look desperate and can end in an unsatisfactory result. If 
the person you're negotiating with is in a hurry, your patience can be a distinct advantage. 
 
Remember the Human Touch  
No matter what the issue, remember you are dealing with human beings, not machines. Each person who 
comes to the table has history and patterns that will affect how the negotiations will go. If you're people 
savvy and understand various behavioral styles you can increase your chances of success tenfold. 
Talking to people in a language they understand will help you achieve win/win solutions more often.  
 
Finally, it's good to remember that you're not at war - you're in negotiation. That means you're coming 
together with another party to try to find a solution that works for both of you. Use your listening skills and 
ask appropriate questions to find common goals and workable solutions. If you make the other person 
feel like a winner, you both will be. 

Start with a Bang and Get to the Point - Whether you're presenting a speech in front of a group, or 
a small presentation in front of one or two, get people's attention right away. Tell an interesting story that 
relates to your topic, let them know how you/your product are going to benefit them, summarize what 
you're going to be saying in your presentation so they know where you're going, and make sure they 
find a relevant connection between what they want and what you're going to say. 
 
Use Your Natural Speaking Style - There's nothing worse than trying to speak like Steven Covey 
when you're not Steven Covey, or adding Seinfeldian comedy when you're not Jerry Seinfeld. You'll be 
far more comfortable with your words if they are your words. People can tell pretty quickly if you aren't 
being genuine and true to yourself, and when they walk into your place of business they'll wonder who 
the guy was that gave them the presentation.  
 
Speak with Passion - Passion is contagious. If 
you can speak about yourself/your product with 
passion and a belief in what you're delivering, 
you'll draw people in even if your words aren't 
perfect. If you appear to be bored with your own 
words, why would anyone else find them 
interesting?  
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Prepare Adequately - There's no substitute for practice. As a public speaker I'm constantly tempted to 
"wing it" rather than taking the time to prepare for and practice my speeches and presentations. But 
when I don't do that, I fall flat. Most professional speakers and trainers still stand in front of the mirror to 
rehearse what they're going to say and to watch how they come across. If you practice (yes, that means 
out loud), you'll find those words or phrases that you stumble over, you'll notice when what you're saying 
isn't making sense, or when you're just not getting the point across. Practice on someone close to you 
before the real thing and get their feedback. Feeling uncomfortable for a few minutes is worth the value 
of the information you'll receive that will allow you to make your presentation even better.  
 
Have a Memorable Ending - People often remember how you started, sometimes remember what 
you said in the middle, but always remember how you ended. This is not the place to deliver your 
statistics, facts and figures. Make sure you leave people with something memorable. Whether it's a story 
that ties all your points together, a call to action, an interesting anecdote or a strong summary of your 
points, leave people with those thoughts in their minds you most want them to remember. 
 
And remember, when it's all said and done and you're sitting in your office kicking yourself for forgetting 
that important point, or for not using the right words, speaking in front of others is an acquired skill. If it 
doesn't come easily to you, give yourself a break and remind yourself that you're in good company. Only 
a very small percentage of people enjoy speaking in public and do it well naturally. You may have to 
work at it a bit. The good news is, practice does make perfect, and public speaking is a skill you can 
learn. Who knows, you may even come to enjoy hearing the sound of your own voice! 
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