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Gossip. Harassment. Sab-
otage. Pessimism. No busi-
ness can truly succeed when 
employees and managers 
routinely engage in these be-
haviors. Workplaces become 
toxic without general civility 
and respect and, worse, are 
destined to fail without strong 
leaders to identify and correct 
the behaviors.

There are many different 
kinds of toxic work environ-
ments.  Some environments 
have a ruthless dictator at the 
helm creating anxious em-
ployees. Other environments 
have long-term employees 
with great institutional knowl-
edge who hold it hostage 
from executives. Still, some 
environments create an “us 
vs. them” environment and if 
you’re a “them” (e.g., person 
of color, LGBTQ and so on), 
you’re simply not welcome at 
the company at any level.

Curtis Anthony was a 
“them” who worked at Boe-
ing. Anthony allegedly expe-
rienced insulting treatment 
during his employment with 
Boeing starting in 2017. As 
his federal lawsuit, filed in 
June 2019, states, he “became 
a victim to targeted racial ha-
rassment of an intentionally 
extreme and outrageous na-
ture. Specifically, on numer-
ous occasions Plaintiff was 
subjected to racial harassment 
to include having Caucasian 
workers urinate in Plaintiff’s 
seat and on his work desk 
numerous times, subjecting 
Plaintiff to racially targeted 
and harassing treatment to in-
clude trying to get Plaintiff to 
violate work protocols by ask-

ing that he review unfinished 
work product in the Produc-
tion Department, and by ex-
posing him to an environment 
where the term “n****r” was 
used on a daily basis. Plaintiff 
heard the usage and Plaintiff 
suffered mental anguish and 
emotional distress as a result 
thereof.”

The lawsuit also claims 
that in March 2019, after a 
brief stint working in New 
Orleans, Anthony returned 
to the South Carolina plant 
to discover a noose had been 
placed “right over” his desk. 
He immediately reported the 
incident to human resources 
and his managers, according 
to the lawsuit. He went on 
leave again, and he believes 
that when he returns he will 
be sent back to the same hos-
tile work environment, the 
lawsuit says.

Anthony claims that de-
spite promises from super-
visors and managers that his 
internal complaints would be 
addressed, ultimately nothing 
was done. In his interview 
with news outlet WCSC, Mr. 
Anthony said: “I hope that 
this shouldn’t be tolerated in 
America at this day and time. 
This is not 1819, this is 2019.”

A Boeing spokeswoman de-
scribed Anthony as “a valued 
Boeing South Carolina team-
mate” but said there was “no 
validity to his allegations.”

“Moreover, most of Mr. 
Anthony’s allegations were 
never brought to the attention 
of management, giving the 
company no opportunity to 
investigate these claims,” the 
statement said. “The single 
issue he did raise was dealt 
with promptly and in a fair 
manner.”

Drastic action
Another “us vs. them” situ-

ation took place at Traeger, an 
Oregon-based outdoor cook-
ing company, in 2014. Shortly 
after Jeremy Andrus, the new 
CEO, began, employees re-
taliated in many ways, even 
setting one of the company 
trucks on fire. In his Har-
vard Business Review article, 
“Traeger’s CEO on Cleaning up 
a Toxic Culture,” Andrus char-
acterized the culture when 
he started as lacking trust 
and possessing “negative atti-
tudes, and a stubborn refusal 
to collaborate.” Recognizing 
that Traeger would never be 
more successful with cultural 
detractors, Andrus decided to 

reboot.
Among other things, he 

knew that a successful reboot 
would have to include moving 
the facility to another state 
and offering only a handful of 
employees the opportunity to 
transfer. He basically started 
from scratch to rebuild a cul-
ture of people who possessed 
not only the right sets of skills 
but who also were cultural 
leaders. Upon reflection, An-
drus acknowledged he had 
little other choice to change 
the negative culture. He wrote 
that “the decision resulted 
from the near-impossibility of 
transforming a legacy culture 
in which negative attitudes 
were so deeply ingrained.”

Boeing leadership could 
learn a lot from Traeger. Per-
haps it could start by remov-
ing those employees who 
breed toxicity and those that 
perpetrate it by turning a blind 
eye to overt racism. No one 
should have to tolerate abu-
sive workplaces.

It’s time for businesses with 
problem cultures to wake up 
and make changes. Changes 
don’t have to be as significant 
as moving operations to a dif-
ferent state and terminating a 
majority of employees. But, at 
a minimum, changes should in-
clude ensuring that employees 
are acting with civility toward 
each other and advancing the 
goals of the company.
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