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Why you should care about workplace 
culture and the red flags you need to look 

out for when trying to spot a potential 
employer to avoid.

words dominique bowen

SPOTTING A 
TOXIC WORKPLACE 

CULTURE

HOW TO



Job searching inevitably comes with a pressure to secure 
work the moment it becomes available, but that’s not 
necessarily the instinct you should follow if you’re after 

something more sustainable. Your happiness and fulfilment 
at work matter as much as the money that lands in your ac-
count on payday. “If you love your work, but not the environ-
ment (largely influenced by culture), it’s unlikely that you will 
achieve high levels of satisfaction and engagement, which 
ultimately impacts your personal wellbeing and your ability 
to reach your potential,” says career coach Judith Matthis. 

An environment in which you not only survive, but thrive, 
means you’re more likely to stick around longer, build posi-
tive and healthy relationships, be motivated to exceed your 
role, and hopefully be recognised for this. Of course, skills 
and experience are important, but the right culture can be 
the catalyst to realising your career goals — just because you 
were engaged and motivated to excel.

And then there are the health benefits. A 2017 survey by 
Minnesota market research firm Leede Research conducted 
on 768 employees at large companies revealed that a pos-
itive company culture increased the odds of an employee 
rating themselves as healthier. Physical health problems such 
as being overweight, or suffering from high blood pressure, 
eating disorders or sleep issues were significantly more likely 
to occur among those working in a negative workplace ac-
cording to 661 of the cohort. 

In a pandemic world, the impact of toxic workplace culture 
is further intensified: fewer interactions with colleagues, less 
communication, more misunderstandings, more loneliness, 
less job security. It’s a lot to take on. It’s also more reason to 
prioritise workplace culture on the job search checklist. After 
all, if you’re going to spend a third of your life working, how 
you feel about the physical or virtual environment you do it 
in matters.
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So, what does a toxic company 
culture look like?

A toxic environment can take many forms, and what may be considered toxic by 
one person isn’t seen or experienced as toxic by another. Some common themes:

Fear-driven dynamics
“A domineering or intimidating leadership style is not only 
an unpleasant and disempowering environment for most 
staff, but has a negative impact on productivity,” says Mat-
this. “An example is people being too intimidated or fearful 
to speak up honestly in meetings, so issues aren’t always 
raised and resolved or addressed.”

Selfish motives
You know the saying: there’s no “I” in team. If a team 
member, or — even worse — a supervisor, prioritises their 
own interests over team goals, it’s a recipe for division in-
stead of collaboration and sharing successes.

Straight-up bullying
If bullying, gaslighting, favouritism, manipulation, microag-
gressions and similar tactics characterise the workplace and 
aren’t addressed, there’s a serious problem. This could take 
the form of being pushed into apologising for a mistake 
you didn’t make, or being guilt-tripped into staying online 
after hours and on weekends to prove you’re a hard worker 
because what you accomplish during work hours isn’t given 
the credit it’s due, and so on.   
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Chat to your network
If you’ve been in your field for a while, you should 
have connections who don’t mind being candid 
about the company culture at an organisation 
you’ve had your eye on. Whether they are a 
former or current employee, ask about what they 
do and don’t like about working at the company, 
and one thing they think would improve the over-
all culture. Ask for examples of their frustrations 
to understand whether this would be a problem 
for you.

Ask specific boundary-related 
questions
“It’s important to clarify what your boundaries 
mean for you,” says Matthis. “For example, ‘I 
don’t mind working some evenings to make up 
for time during the day’, or ‘my evenings and 
weekends are my non-negotiable personal/
family time’.” Asking specific questions that indi-
cate a presence of boundaries helps to determine 
whether the culture is a good fit, she adds. In prepara-
tion for an interview, sit with your thoughts and decide 
on your own boundaries and how these can be upheld 
and protected. If certain expectations are dealbreakers 
for you, the interview is the time to find out, with ques-
tions like:
• “Are all employees expected to have email on their 

phones?”
• “How common is it for employees to be in contact 

about work on WhatsApp after hours?”
• “What is the policy about weekend work? And do 

employees get paid overtime for this?”
• “If flexibility is a value, how do leaders promote it 

within the organisation?”
• “Are there escalation protocols in place in all de-

partments if an employee needs a problem to be 
addressed?”

Take cues from your interview
It’s more challenging to suss out whether employees 
are happy when you’ve traded an office reception area 
for a virtual lobby, but work with what you’ve got. A 
panel interview can be intimidating, but the bigger and 
more varied the panel, the better taste you can get of 
how people feel about the company. Do they join your 
virtual interview with a warm, genuine smile? Does 
listening to them talk about their latest projects leave 
you inspired and wanting to meet the rest of the team? 
These are important signs. For a more direct route, ask 
the room what their favourite thing about the organi-
sation is. 

Trust your gut
You may get the good vibes from those you speak to, 
but other subtle signs of an unhappy workplace to keep 
an eye out for could be a high turnover, very frequent 
structure changes, limited access to leadership and 
general poor performance, says Matthis. If these aren’t 
the case, but there’s something you can’t quite put 
your finger on that’s raising a red flag, she recommends 
relying on your gut. “It’s usually right,” she concludes.  
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