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A Response to “Practical 
Lessons Learned 
for Dealing with 
Toxic Leaders and 
Bad Bosses”
(Military Review Online Exclusive, November 2017)

Maj. Alex Willard, U.S. Army

On 28 November 2017, the Army University 
Press published “Practical Lessons Learned 
for Dealing with Toxic Leaders and Bad 

Bosses,” an article written by James Shufelt and Clinton 
Longenecker in which they offer advice to unfortunate 
Army personnel forced to serve under a bad boss or a 
toxic leader.1 The authors’ thesis is that employees of all 
organizations will work for a bad boss or toxic leader at 
some point in their career, and Army doctrine does not 
offer many suggestions for dealing with this situation, 
so they offer lessons learned derived from eleven key 
findings distilled from one of the author’s extensive 
field research. While these key findings are general-
ly good leadership advice, the authors’ fundamental 
misunderstanding of the terms “bad bosses” and “toxic 
leaders” leaves the reader confused and negates the 
utility of their proposed lessons learned.

Words Mean Things
The primary flaw in Shufelt and Longenecker’s 

article is their inability to clearly define the terms 
they use; doing so leads to very different practical 

solutions. Army doctrine dedicates over one hundred 
pages in two separate publications to leadership and 
leadership policy, but cannot muster even one page 
on the topic of toxic leadership.2 Moreover, even the 
passing references to toxic leadership do not share 
a consistent definition of the term.3 The abridged 
nature of this important but complex topic should 
not be surprising, given that the Army’s regulation for 
publishing doctrine warns writers to “avoid abstract 
or overly academic writing” and “use the standardized 
language of joint and Army doctrine.”4 With these re-
strictive guidelines, using 
Army doctrine to solve 
difficult problems will 
lead to overly simplistic 
and ultimately unhelpful 
solutions.

Instead, Shufelt and 
Longenecker need to con-
sider academic research on 
toxic leadership by reading 
peer-reviewed articles that 
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disaggregate the components of each term to come up 
with better solutions. For example, Birgit Schyns and Jan 
Schilling’s article on the effects of toxic leadership accu-
rately distinguishes the components and consequences of 
a toxic leader from a bad boss.5 Toxic leaders are clearly 
bad bosses because their actions are detrimental to indi-
viduals and organizations, while the actions of bad bosses 
lead to ineffective or inefficient organizations, but are 
not personally or organizationally damaging.

For example, bad bosses can practice laissez-faire 
leadership, aka nonleadership.6 In practice, this looks 
like a leader who does not give good guidance, is more of 
a figurehead than a supervisor, and is disengaged from 
employees and the day-to-day running of an organiza-
tion. While this boss is likely ineffective, and therefore 
a bad boss, he or she is not necessarily a toxic leader 
because that person isn’t “deceiving, intimidating, coerc-
ing, or unfairly punishing.”7

Another type of bad boss is the supportive-disloyal 
leader. This person “shows too much consideration for 
the welfare of followers while violating organizational 
goal attainment.”8 Said another way, they prioritize 
their employees over their organization and the mis-
sion. In the military, this could look like a commander 
who does not complete the mission because he was 
excessively afraid of the possibility of casualties. His or 
her ineffectiveness clearly makes that person a bad boss, 
but not necessarily a toxic leader.

In contrast, toxic leaders are completely differ-
ent from bad bosses. In fact, while there is still some 
debate in academic circles about what to call a toxic 
leader, the majority of academic research refers to 
toxic leadership as abusive supervision.9 One useful 
definition is, “a process in which over a longer period 
of time the activities, experiences and/or relationships 
of an individual or the members of a group are repeat-
edly influenced by their supervisor in a way that is 
perceived as hostile and/or obstructive”.10 When faced 
with a situation that fits the above description, what 
options do Army personnel really have?

A Void of Helpful Solutions
Shufelt and Longenecker’s first ten key findings are 

good general recommendations for anyone dealing 
with a bad, ineffective boss, but they do nothing to ad-
dress working for a toxic leader who repeatedly inflicts 
harm on individuals and organizations. Their final 

recommendation, “know when it’s time to go,” con-
dones one toxic employee pushing out good employ-
ees.11 If the goal of talent management is identifying, 
developing, retaining, and promoting the right people 
into the right positions, then Shufelt and Longenecker’s 
eleventh key finding is anathema to the long-term 
effectiveness of the Army.

Unfortunately, at present, toxic leaders are often 
allowed to remain in the Army, not because their bosses 
are oblivious to their toxicity, but because the bosses care 
more about the accomplishment of short-term goals than 
the long-term individual and organizational health of the 
institutions over which they have responsibility.12 Under 
such circumstances, confronting a toxic leader may 
often not only be regarded as an affront to the offending 
individual, but also as an affront and personal slight to the 
rater who oversees such an individual. In such a com-
mand environment, Army personnel serving under a tox-
ic leader should tread carefully; in the current zero-defect 
Army mentality, one negative Officer Evaluation Report 
can ruin a career. Similarly, even indirect, passive actions 
like requesting to change jobs or talking to a trusted 
senior officer outside the chain of command carries real 
career risk. Additionally, because the Army spends so 
little time defining toxic leadership—much less advising 
personnel what to do when they encounter it—any offi-
cial reporting of it can be brushed aside as nothing more 
than a personality disagreement.

The Army should initiate organizational changes to 
counter toxic leadership, but it will take courage and 
commitment in the face of entrenched legacy attitudes. 
For example, a renewed commitment to creating an 
enforceable, useful peer-review program within the Army 
would help unmask and weed out toxic leaders earlier in 
their careers to the overall benefit of the organization and 
its personal development process.13 Many Army person-
nel thoughtlessly ridicule peer reviews as wastes of time, 
but they work well in Ranger School, amongst general 
officers, and even at Google.14 Persons who are inclined to 
toxic leadership methods are likely especially opposed.

Second, dedicating time and smart people to better 
educate the entire force by enhancing current doctrine 
must also be part of the solution. Third, initiating a 
direct reporting line would help foster individuals’ will-
ingness to report instances of toxic leadership. Finally, 
leaders at all levels must impart the value of candor to 
their formations by actually demonstrating it during 
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formal counseling with their subordinates. The previous 
suggestions will undoubtedly incur organizational costs, 
but the long-term gains associated with investing in 
people will far outweigh the costs.

By comparison, the current lack of organizationally 
structured measures or guidance by Army leadership 
to enhance leader accountability means there is no real 
guidance on how to deal with a toxic leader in the mili-
tary. Until that void is filled, Army personnel have little 
recourse but to accept many of Shufelt and Longenecker’s 

recommendations that exhort persons to be individually 
proactive by striving to focus on solving difficult problems 
of the organization irrespective of the toxic environment 
suffered, while also showing military respect to the office 
your toxic boss may hold.15 Focus on your work, make 
those around you better, learn from your experiences, 
keep your head down, hope the Army gives you better 
future bosses, silently endure, and read academic jour-
nals, not doctrine, to learn more about the organizational 
value of talent management.
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