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A workplace can be poisoned by a toxic employee – business 
owners must be vigilant of behaviours and attitudes that could 
ultimately destroy the company WORDS BY KERRY SMITH

The most powerful person in 
your business is… not you. 
You might be the company’s 

founder or its CEO, but your 
influence doesn’t come close 
to that of one toxic employee. 
Businesses contaminated with the 
poison of such an employee can 
suffer immeasurably.

You may have the name of 
an employee lingering in your 
mind at this point. But why is 
this employee a bad one, and 
how are you dealing with them? 
HR professional and CEO of 
Harwood HR Solutions, Duncan 
Turner, says there are three 
different types of bad employee 
and how they can be managed. 

“HR is not a welfare 
department,” he tells me, “but 
it’s there to help the business 
owner and their employees 
achieve. Business owners can 
spend too much time worrying 
about bad employees rather than 
focusing their time and energy 
on the good ones. Most owners 
are unaware that they can fire 
those toxic employees – there 
is always a way to manage them 
out of the business.”

Duncan guides us through 
the three tiers of bad employees 
and their impact on a business.
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TIER THREE
Employees in this tier are those 
who are struggling to perform for 
whatever reason. This is where 
good management will come 
in, helping them to achieve. 
They generally have a good 
attitude and are the least of your 
problems.

TIER TWO
Here you’ll find employees who 
perform well, but their attitude 
stinks. Duncan calls them 
‘internal terrorists’ who can go 
undetected, causing damage 
behind the scenes. It can be 
difficult for business owners to 
make decisions about letting 
them go, because they are good 
at their job.

TIER ONE
These employees are rare, but 
you need them out in seconds. 
Their performance is poor and 
their attitude is one that can lead 
to tribunal claims if you manage 
them incorrectly.

“When it comes to tier two and 
three employees, you’re spending 
a disproportionate amount of 
time to coach and modify them, 
dragging you away from other 

areas. And, your star performers 
will become fed up of having 
to carry those bad employees 
who can eventually destroy the 
business,” Duncan said.

The problem can stem 
from, or be made worse by, the 
employee’s contract. If you’ve 
downloaded a contract from 
the internet or handed out a 
vague or blanket contract, you’re 
setting yourself up for tribunal-
level disputes in the long run.

A contract is pointless 
without handbooks and 
processes that must be referred 
to and, likewise, if you’ve 
downloaded these from the 
internet, you’ve committed 
yourself (perhaps unknowingly)  
to following procedures you 
might not be able to follow. This 
could cause friction between 
you and an employee and 
possibly ending in legal action 
being taken.

Contracts should be written in 
detail, with the specific employee 
and job role in mind and 
reviewed annually to avoid such 
scenarios. It could help to avoid 
toxic attitudes developing too.

Call 0203 936 9171 or email 
duncan@harwoodhrsolutions.co.uk 
for a free HR consultation.
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