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Misalignment vs. Toxicity

Wants the team to succeed Wants themself to succeed

Pushes because they care Pushes to control

Open to feedback Resists or weaponizes feedback

Lacks clarity or skill Lacks willingness or integrity

Improves with support Escalates when challenged

Fixable Terminal if unaddressed

Do the work before the verdict.

One complaint is noise. Multiple signs of
misalignment are data.

Name the behavior, not the person.

This avoids defensiveness and exposes intent.

W A T C H  T H E  R E S P O N S E

This is where everything becomes clear. Toxic people don’t reflect; they reposition.

CURIOSITY
possible recovery

DEFLECTION
danger

BLAME
escalation

MANIPULATION
exit planning

listen widely, not loudly
look for repeated patterns, not one-offs
corroborate behavior across time and contexts

specific actions
specific impact
no psychologizing
no moral language

A P P E N D I X  I I I F I L L A B L E  P D F  ·  P R I N T  O R  T Y P E

T H E

TOXICITY RESPONSE LADDER
A LEADER’S PATH FROM CLARITY TO CONVICTION III
An operating model, not a punishment model: move from confusion to
action without hiding behind hesitation.
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L E A D E R S  W A I T  B E C A U S E …

Tick the ones that have been true for you.

the person is “too valuable”

they fear disruption
they hope it will self-correct

they worry they’re wrong

they don’t trust their own judgment

A N D  T H E N  L A N D  T H I S  T R U T H

The biggest risk with toxicity isn’t the person; it’s the leader’s hesitation.

B E F O R E  Y O U  C L I M B  T H E  L A D D E R

Check your own groundwork first.

I’ve listened widely, not loudly, and heard more than one voice.

I’ve seen a repeated pattern, not a one-off, across time and contexts.
I can describe specific actions and specific impact, without psychologizing or moral language.

I’ve looked honestly at my own hesitation: what am I waiting for?

T H E  T O X I C I T Y  R E S P O N S E  L A D D E R

This is an operating (not punishment) model. It helps leaders move from confusion to action without jumping to
conclusions or hiding behind hesitation.

A C T  D E C I S I V E L Y

“Keeping a toxic individual to avoid short-term pain guarantees long-term

damage.”

Say this clearly and unapologetically. This is where credibility explodes.

1
Name the behavior

2

Test for misalignment

3

Make expectations
explicit

4

Inspect change

5

Decide: integrate or
remove
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1 S T E P  1

Name the behavior (not the person)

The fastest way to lose credibility is to label someone. The fastest way to
gain clarity is to discuss what’s observable.

NOT

“You’re toxic.” “You’re difficult.” “You’re
undermining the team.”

B U T

“I’ve noticed decisions being agreed
to in meetings and challenged
afterward.” “Information isn’t being
shared consistently across the
team.” “Concerns are being raised
indirectly instead of in the room.”

Behavior is discussable. Character is not. This step keeps the conversation grounded in
reality, not emotion.

Y O U R  N O T E S

Step complete

2 S T E P  2

Test for misalignment

Before assuming intent, leaders owe it to the team and themselves to test
alignment. Ask:

This is where curiosity earns its place. Many issues that look like toxicity are
unresolved misalignments: unclear expectations, role drift, perceived loss
of influence, fear of becoming irrelevant.

If clarity resolves the behavior, it wasn’t toxicity. It was drift. If it doesn’t, you’ve learned
something important.

Y O U R  N O T E S

Step complete

3 S T E P  3

Make expectations explicit

Ambiguity is oxygen for toxic patterns, so leaders must remove it by clearly
stating:

This isn’t about policy; it’s about operating norms. You aren’t asking for
agreement. You’re setting standards. Your behavior creates permission for
others to act like you.

Standards without clarity are just preferences.

Y O U R  N O T E S

Step complete

What does this person believe success looks like?
What do they believe their role actually is?
What do they think they’re protecting?

expected behaviors
unacceptable behaviors
how disagreement should be expressed
where accountability lives
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4 S T E P  4

Inspect change

Accountability requires attention. Leaders must observe:

Inspection isn’t micromanagement, it’s reinforcement. It tells the
organization, “This matters and I’m paying attention.”

Y O U R  N O T E S

Step complete

5 S T E P  5

Decide—integrate or remove

At this point, leaders must choose. If behavior shifts, trust can be rebuilt. If
patterns persist, the decision becomes clear.

This is also where courage shows up, because removing someone who is
smart, experienced, productive, and connected is never easy. But allowing
ongoing toxicity sends a louder message than any values statement ever
could.

The goal is organizational health. Sometimes that means integration,
sometimes it means an exit.

Integrate Remove

Y O U R  N O T E S

Step complete

Y O U R  D E C I S I O N  D A T E

The decision I will make, and how I will communicate it By when

Does behavior change in meetings?
Is information flowing differently?
Are concerns being raised appropriately?

T H E  O N L Y  G U A R A N T E E D  F A I L U R E

Avoiding the decision.
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