


Introduction 

Communication or lack of communication is a major factor in the health 
and success of any organization.  Here at The Shuler Group, LLC, we 
work with companies in the areas of employee engagement, teamwork, 
leadership, connection with the organization's Deeper Why, and 
communication.   What we have found is if any of the above aspects 
need work, communication skills and problems are often at the core of 
the issues. 
 
Oftentimes, dysfunctional communication plays a part in 
communication problems in an organization.  Dysfunctional 
communication manifests itself in several different styles. 
  
What is a dysfunctional communication style?    
 
It is a pattern of speaking and interacting that shuts down true 
connection, inhibits forward action, becomes energy draining, lowers 
self-esteem, and affects the overall health and well-being of a 
relationship.    
 
The purpose of identifying a dysfunctional communication style is to 
diffuse its effect on us and foster forward action.  Forwarding action is 
possibly the MOST important aspect of the health and function of any 
organization.  There are goals to be met, projects to complete, 
strategies to implement.  Anything that shuts down or pauses forward 
action is a problem. 
 
Dysfunctional communications often affect us on a subconscious level, 
and when they exist only in our subconscious, it is much more difficult 
for us to change their influence. Bringing them to consciousness so we 
can spot them as they are happening or realize we ourselves have 
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engaged in these in the past, can help us be better prepared for them in 
the future and not let dysfunctional communication styles affect our 
work in a negative way.     
 
When we are unaware of dysfunctional communications in our 
interactions, they can affect us in these and other ways: 
 

• Dulling of our alertness 

• Flight (desire to leave the interaction ASAP) 

• Rise in agitation 

• Feeling incomplete  

• Increasing our vocal volume (in an attempt to top the situation) 

• A shift from a cooperative to an adversarial stance 

• Feeling drained after an encounter 
 
Do any of these sound like results from interactions you have had?    
 
Remember: this report is about communication styles, which connotes 
a pattern.  If any of these happen as an isolated incident, yes, they can 
be irritating and slow, or halt, action in the moment, but they will not 
be as eroding to the workplace as dysfunctional communication styles 
that happen on a regular basis.   
 
Since companies and organizations are results-oriented, here are the 
four areas of negative results from Dysfunctional Communications:  
 

• Time Wasting  

• Delaying Action  

• Stopping Action  

• Creating Chaos  
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A final note before we jump into the different styles:  we each have the 
propensity to engage in Dysfunctional Communication Styles ourselves.  
This is not just about other people and their dysfunctional 
communication.  It’s also about doing the internal work on ourselves to 
communicate in the most effective way possible to move action 
forward. 
 
Throughout my professional career, research, and experience, I have 
identified sixteen Dysfunctional Communication Styles, thirteen of 
which can occur in the workplace.  

Types of Dysfunctional Communication Styles 

This usually comes about when someone has 
anger issues and snaps at the other person. 
Often the outburst has much more intensity 
than the situation calls for.  After said 
explosion, there is (like in the physical cycle of 
violence) a recovery, honeymoon period, build-
up, and explosion all over again.    
 
In the workplace, this most commonly happens 
between a toxic boss, or someone higher up in 

the organization than an employee.  The toxic boss perceives a 
wrongdoing, hauls the employee in, and berates them.  Sometime later 
the toxic boss realizes they were over the top or the problem really was 
not that serious and apologizes. This usually occurs because of the 
mood and demeanor of the toxic individual having nothing to do with 
the employee in question.  This is also one of the few dysfunctional 
communication styles that can hit on all four negative results:  Time 
Wasting, Delaying Action, Stopping Action, and Creating Chaos.  
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The name of this particular style comes from 
my days as a fencer.  
 
Essentially, the way this works is you get 
accused of some transgression/wrongdoing and 
have to defend, explain, and counter the 
attack.   
 
This can happen in the workplace when there 
are blurred job descriptions, political agendas, 
lack of instruction, or a toxic individual who uses this technique to shift 
blame.  
 
“You missed the deadline and I was not able to finish my part of the 
work!!!” [Attack]   
 
Response, “I did not miss the deadline [parry] and here is the 
proof.”[Riposte]  
 
If you find yourself defending against unfounded accusations often, you 
are probably dealing with someone who uses this style of 
communication.  The most common results from this one are Time 
Wasting and Delaying Action.  
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What I remember from my debate club 
experience in high school is there were 
guidelines and a referee, and it was a timed 
event.   Each participant has equal time to 
make their case for their side of a problem. 
Both parties were well aware of these rules and 
agreed to keep within the proscribed 
parameters.   
 
These rules are not in play when Debate Club 

happens spontaneously in the workplace.  What typically happens in 
these types of interactions is you suddenly find yourself defending a 
stance you were not aware was a stance.  Perhaps you were just 
imparting information (not up for debate… in other words).  For 
example, instead of the other person just doing a particular task, they 
start asking, “Why are we doing this?” or “Why are we doing it this 
way?”   
 
You find yourself asking yourself, “Why are we talking about this now?” 
and/or “Why am I finding myself defending this point?”  
 
This type of communication in the workplace is often the result of 
feelings of insecurity, or a desire to make another employee wrong, 
often for a personal agenda.  The result is Time Wasting, Delaying 
Action, and in some extreme cases, Stopping Action.   
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Essentially, Un-authorized Declarations happen 
when someone falsely thinks they have the 
authority to make certain statements, or 
worse, they actually know they do not have the 
authority, and want to cause chaos in the 
workplace.   
 
“It is company policy that all employees must 
….. “   
 
If you are not aware of whether this person does or doesn’t have 
authority to make this declaration, you may act on it and cause 
problems for yourself and possibly others.   
 
This dysfunctional style has the quality of crying wolf, and testing to see 
how much the declarer can get away with.  
 
Results are most often Delaying Action, Stopping Action, or Creating 
Chaos.  
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This style consists of a long, droning diatribe 
where chances of the listener getting a word in 
edgewise are unlikely.  Usually, the person is 
not aware they have hijacked the conversation, 
but the recipient is very aware, and feels 
unheard, unacknowledged, and unimportant.   
 
Another side effect of this style is the listener 
may find themselves hunting for the snippets 
of pertinent information in the diatribe, which 

requires a decent amount of extra effort.  
 
The result of this dysfunction is definitely Time Wasting. 
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Conversation domination is about keeping 
control of an interaction. It is most often very 
animated and has voice pitch and volume 
changes.    
 
Conversation Domination differs from 
monologue in that monologue is one voice 
tone and volume, it is continuous, and the 
person engaging in monologue is almost always 
unaware of its ramifications. 
  
One type of Conversation Domination style uses pitch and volume to 
“top” you if and when you try to talk, basically bulldozing over your 
words.   
 
Another type of Conversation Domination is when the person to 
eventually pauses in conversation, giving an opening for you to speak. 
After a half-sentence response from you, they interrupt, and continue 
to talk as if they never paused, or they run away with your new topic 
before you were finished saying what you needed to say.  The results 
are Time Wasting and Delaying Action. 
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The terms process and content define the two 
realms in any interaction.   
 
The content is what we are actually speaking 
about.  Process is everything else: choice of 
language, structure, body language, emotions, 
feeling tone, and all other internal mechanisms.  
 
This appears as dysfunctional communication 
when someone begins to feel defensive about a 

conversation, and instead of hanging in with the content of the 
conversation, they make process comments.   
 

• “You seem a bit agitated.”  

• “Is this conversation bothering you?”   

• “Don’t be so loud, intense, excitable, etc." 

• "You mean 'fewer' not 'less.'"  
 
This has a very potent ability to shake up the interaction.  It is difficult 
for you not to stop the conversation thread and comment on, or defend 
against the accusation.   This often results in Time Wasting and 
Delaying Action.  
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When someone communicates in this style, it 
can be considered a form of lying.   They 
extrapolate in a non-logical way, or they 
sometimes say something as if it is true to see 
what your reaction will be.    
 
This behavior is an annoyance if it is done out 
of ignorance or habit; it is much more 
detrimental if it is done on purpose.   This is 
another style where results can be in all four 
categories:   Time Wasting, Delaying Action, Stopping Action, and 
Creating Chaos.  
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Simply put, the person does not respond to a 
communication, or question that requires a 
response. This happens more often in written 
form.  A good example is if you are having an 
email communication with someone with a 
few talking points.  In the return email, he or 
she might behave as if certain subject(s) do 
not exist.   Some responses are made, but this 
person either responds to something not said 

or asked, or selectively responds to certain things, but not others.    
 
It would be different if there was an acknowledgement like, “I am not 
permitted to discuss this particular item." Or “Let’s table that for the 
moment.”  Not acknowledging its existence creates an incompletion.   
Results are Time Wasting, Delaying Action, and, if not corrected, 
Stopping Action.   

http://www.theshulergroupllc.com/
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This style involves language that makes further 
discussion of an issue very difficult. The person 
who uses this style will have a plethora of 
words that imply stopping forward motion. 
“Can’t, won’t, shouldn’t, impossible” are 
among the many words they will use to end 
possibility.    
 
A key factor in this kind of communication is 
there are almost always no alternatives given 
after the shut-down language. One has the feeling of swimming 
upstream against a strong current and getting nowhere.  
 
“We tried that last year, and it won’t work.”   
“That's a stupid idea.” 
“We can't do it because….” 
 
Results are Stopping Action.  
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In this style the person TELLs you what to do, 
unasked and often out of the blue.  
 

• “You should…” 

• “You need to get a second opinion.” 

• “This is the way to do it.” 

• “Be sure to…….” 

• “You can't do that.” 
 
Rarely, one might get an “In my opinion” or “If 

you want my advice,” before said statements, which would leave the 
opening for you to say, “No, I do not need your advice.”  
 
Results are Time Wasting, and if you roll the dice and take the 
unsolicited advice, you could Delay, or Stop Action.  
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This one is highly aggressive and, almost always 
the statements are about making you wrong.   
 
Statements like “You’re overreacting!” “No-one 
thinks that other than you,” or “You worry too 
much” are common with this Dysfunctional 
Communication Style.   
 
The list of invalidating statements is practically 
endless, and these are often associated with 
narcissistic personalities. Results are Delaying Action and Creating 
Chaos.  
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What happens here is person “A” continues to 
talk about an issue as if it exists and is a 
problem, even in the face of evidence that 
person “B” has solved the problem, or the 
problem is no longer an issue.   
 
This one can be particularly difficult if person 
“A” is also a gate keeper and is the only one 
who can move action forward. “You still 
haven’t done…….”  

 
The results are Delaying Action or Stopping Action. 
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What now? 

The first step is identifying where these dysfunctional communication 
styles exist in your professional relationships and interactions.  Then 
either through current observation or reviewing past interactions, 
determine how much of a problem it is.   
 
It is usually much easier to identify these Dysfunctional Communication 
Styles in others, rather than in ourselves.   
 
For those relationships in which others are engaging in Dysfunctional 
Communication Styles and you determine these dysfunctions are 
detrimental or chronic, then you have essentially two choices: end the 
relationship if possible (this is often not an option in the workplace), or 
hang with it, being consciously aware of what you are dealing with… 
and then create proper boundaries, buffers, deflectors, and 
neutralizers to help conserve your energy while doing your best to 
forward the action. 

We at The Shuler Group LLC have workshops and trainings that go 
deeper in to Dysfunctional Communication Styles in the workplace.  In 
these we learn more about boundaries, buffers, deflectors, and 
neutralizers and how to use them.  We go into the motivations for each 
style.  Then we learn about the tools and their specific use to deal with 
each different Dysfunctional Communication Style.   Finally, we offer a 
self-assessment to recognize these in ourselves, that allows us to 
improve our self-awareness and self-management (part of EQ – 
Emotional Intelligence). 

Specifically, we can do lunch ‘n’ learn sessions remotely or in person or 
deeper workshops and trainings from ½-to 2-days. 

http://www.theshulergroupllc.com/
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Additionally, we offer the Company Climate Inventory, our proprietary 
diagnostic tool that allows you to take a temperature reading of your 
organization through the eyes of your employees and staff. 

If you are interested in learning more about Dysfunctional 
Communication Styles, the Company Climate Inventory, or other 
training and programs we offer, reach out for a complimentary 
consultation. 
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About Mark Shuler 

Mark Shuler, Senior Trainer and Consultant, has a master’s degree in 
clinical psychology, and he had a private 
therapy practice for over twenty years.  
He has over 8,000 hours of coaching and 
counseling.   

Mark brings his diverse background as a 
teacher, trainer, therapist, stage combat 
choreographer, actor, photo journalist, 
and more to The Shuler Group.  With his 
vast experience with organizations, 
teams, groups, and law enforcement, he 
has a thorough understanding of how 

people interact and work together effectively (or how they do not). 

As a stage combat choreographer, he has had to assess a situation, 
identify the crucial elements, create a plan, and get everyone working 
together toward a common goal, whether a complex battle scene or 
involved altercation.  He applies this same template to organizations 
where it is necessary for many elements to work together to achieve an 
integrated and powerful result. 

Mark has also worked with law enforcement, where the emphasis was 
on a strong and effective command presence, problem-solving, and de-
escalating situations, while also observing officer safety. 

Today, Mark specializes in helping people improve their relationships, 
communicate effectively, work together as a team toward a common 
goal, and connect with others in their own language. 
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His personal Deeper Why is to help people have an easier time in life. 

About The Shuler Group, LLC 

As a consulting and training firm, The Shuler Group, LLC, specializes in 
helping organizations move forward with people, processes, and 
performance.  Organizations that have the right people in the right 
seats, doing the right things, at their peak performance are best suited 
for sustainability and success.  Along with our signature Company 
Climate Inventory, we design communication, employee engagement, 
leadership training, and team development programs to improve 
communication and performance in all areas of a company. 
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