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How to get along with negative people
It’s very easy to think that negative people are just the worst 
kind of employees. They seem to take great delight in becoming 
disillusioned (if they were even illusioned to begin with), bringing 
people down with their fixed mindset views on well, everything or 
else not saying anything at all.

They’ll keep telling you that everything will fail until, inevitably, it does. And 
then of course, they’ll tell you that they told you so. There’s an inherent 
selfishness to their behaviour and everyone but them seems to be aware 
of it.

Curt Coffman, co-author of the book First, Break All The Rules, called 
disengaged employees ‘CAVE dwellers’, because they are Consistently 
Against Virtually Everything.

According to US research company Gallup, these CAVE dwellers cost 
US businesses $350bn in lost productivity every year, not to mention the 
impact that they have on good employees leaving the organisation.

Start with Empathy

And yet, rarely do organisations take the time and effort to identify the root 
cause of people’s negativity. There’s little in the way of empathy and instead, their behaviour is tolerated.

Some managers think that the way to deal with negativity is to sympathise. That is, to agree with the person. ‘I know and I agree…’, 
‘You’re right, and not only that…’ and so on. Yet when negative behaviour is addressed with more negative behaviour then the 
outcomes is more negativity, not less.

Just as bad is when negative people are told to be positive, that doesn’t work either. Just because a manager is happy and positive 
doesn’t mean that when they tell another person to do likewise then it magically happens. This isn’t Harry Potter, there’s no positivity 
spell.

The fact is, every single employee will have days where they are just unable to look on the bright side of life and on these days,  
what’s required is empathy and understanding.

Those who take the time to build relationships with their team will be better placed to identify when someone isn’t on their game or 
is worried about something and will check that they’re ok. They’ll ask questions and try to get to the root cause of the negativity in 
order that they can provide reassurance and understading.

Continue with Expectation Setting

For those in a position where they have to motivate and inspire people, then negativity is often a result of confusion or a sense of 
hopelessness that something can’t be achieved. Therefore, it’s critical that expectation is set clearly at the start.

In my experience setting expectation well is a four-stage process. This is a skill that every person responsible for managing people 
needs to excel at, otherwise, it can lead to individual and team negativity.

1. Requirements - What's needed? When? What autonomy do they have? Who should they work with? To what level of quality? 
How often is check-in required? What behaviours are expected? 

2. Understanding - Once the requirements have been outlined, it's important to ensure that the person on the receiving end of them, 
fully grasps what's expected and confirms their full understanding.



3. Assessment - Regardless of the person's personality type, the manager must check-in to ensure that progress is being made. 
Some personalities will require more attention than others.

4. Feedback - This is where a conversation is held with the individual to talk about what has been done and what hasn't been done 
in line with the requirements set. This conversation will be easier to do if the person confirmed their understanding

End with Praise or Performance Management

Where expectations have 
been met – regardless 
of how small the task 
– then it’s important to 
provide praise as part of 
the feedback loop. As 
humans we all need to 
be told that we’re doing a 
good job and nothing will 
lift negative thoughts and 
feeling more than positive 
reinforcement.

Similarly, where 
expectations haven’t been 
met, the performance and 
accompanying negativity 
has to be managed. This is 
the part that most people 
avoid. If expectation 
around behaviour has 
been set well then any 
deliberate negativity can 
be addressed head-on. As 
humans we have so much 
to offer the world, and yet 
there are still people with a 
fixed mindset that seem to 
revel in getting in the way 
of progress.

Persistent negativity, 
however, will always get in 
the way of progress and 
the way to deal with this 
will be through an official 
channel. And despite what 
you may think, dealing 
with negative behaviour in 
this way will always be a 
positive step to take.
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