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Chapter two
Who are the  

Problem emPloyees

We started by looking at why dealing with problem employees is important and 
what happens when you ignore them. Before we get too deeply into classifying 
the different types of employees, let me offer a few words of warning.

First, the categorizations we’ll use are not exclusive. Unlike biology, whose 
classifications perfectly subdivide every living creature into a restricted category, 
problem employees may indeed present themselves in several different types.

For example, the sociopathic employee we’ll discuss later, whose dominant 
feature is a need to destroy and hurt, may also be a delusional performance 
problem and a chronic absentee—two other separate categories. Or your sane 
performance problem may also be an unwitting absentee.

Second, the following classification does not cover the entire universe of 
problems. As I mentioned in the Preface, I long ago gave up on trying to slap 
convenient labels on people and pigeonhole human behavioral patterns. 
It seems that no matter how many years I have been dealing with problem 
employees in civil service and helping others with their problems, I still find 
myself contorting my face and scratching my head at situations that present 
absolutely baffling behaviors.

To start, problem employees come in three broad categories: conduct 
problems, performance problems, and absentee problems. Conduct problems 
are employees who do not follow the written and unwritten social conventions 
that govern how people should behave at work. Performance problems are 
employees who cannot or will not produce acceptable work. Absentee problems 
are those who do not come to work. We shall look at the specific types of 
problem employees within each of those three categories, and then finish with 
a fourth category of mixed problems that defy easy categorization and present 
a combination of performance, conduct, and absentee problems. We’ll start 
with the most common form of problem employee—the conduct problem.

ConduCt probleMs
Conduct problems are those who do not obey the written or unwritten rules of 
the workplace, which includes a broad range of common to bizarre behaviors 
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too numerous to list. The legal and practical basis for dealing with them is that 
their behaviors affect the mission of the organization, the way the work is done, 
and the agency’s ability to get the work done. You will encounter five types of 
conduct problems: the Weak Employee, the Corrupt Employee, the Guerrilla, 
the Sociopath, and the Bully. 

The Weak employee

The first is the most common and you are guaranteed to have it. Indeed, unless 
you have the moral intensity of a Mother Theresa or Joan of Arc, you probably fit 
into this category yourself. The weak employee, comprising the overwhelming 
majority of any government workforce, is a basically honest employee who came 
to work for the government for all the right reasons—to make a difference, to 
help others, to find meaning, and all the other factors that draw government 
employees. They did not join with the intent of misusing credit cards, cheating 
on travel vouchers, fudging time sheets, drinking on the job, or committing any 
of the other sins common to government employees. However, they are human, 
and as humans, they have weaknesses and can fall into temptation.

I cannot prove this assertion with any empirical data, but I am absolutely 
convinced after decades of dealing with problem employees of all sorts, that the 
overwhelming majority of government employees who get fired for misconduct 
(not performance) were at one time basically honest and prudent people who, 
for a variety of reasons, fell into bad habits. 

The primary reasons employees fall into bad habits is weakness accompanied 
by lack of supervisory control. Employees are exposed to too much temptation 
with no controls to stop them.

The best example continues to be government credit cards—both travel 
cards to use on official travel and charge cards to buy government supplies. 
Thankfully, most government agencies are starting to set common-sense 
controls. However, for many years many government agencies issued credit 
cards indiscriminately—even to those who could not qualify for credit on their 
own—with virtually no monitoring or controls on who was spending how much 
on what items.

You’ve heard about government employees using them to buy personal cars 
and furniture or for cash advances. Yet, I still maintain that the overwhelming 
majority of employees who committed those offenses were not inherently 
corrupt people. They fell into bad habits because they were exposed to far too 
much temptation and with nothing to stop them, started with minor personal 
use and then eventually moved into major fraud.

On a more mundane level, take flexible hours and telecommuting. Many 
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government agencies—especially with the Feds—now have flexible schedules 
where employees can work whenever they choose, any time of the day or night 
as long as their hours add up to 40 in a week or 80 in a two-week pay period.  Such 
schedules are on the honor system with no sign-in sheets or controls. Similarly, 
many have telecommuting with absolutely no controls on how much work gets 
done, how many hours are worked, or even checks to see if the employees are 
home when they are supposed to be working there.

Again, agencies are tempting honest people.  Combine that with a lack of 
supervisory control and it becomes too easy for even good people to start 
fudging here and there and eventually become problem employees. At one 
agency with this system, several government employees got other full-time 
government jobs and were caught—not because their supervisors noticed that 
no work was being done or that they never seemed to be around—but because 
a government computer noticed that payroll checks for full-time employment 
from two different agencies were going to the same person. Of course, the public 
will scream and shake its fist that this is just typical government employee, but 
it was not because government employees are bad people, but because of 
poor supervision.  Again, this is one of the recurring lessons of Ramparts.  The 
employees may have supplied the motivation, but management gave them 
the opportunity.  Good employees started imitating the behavior of the bad 
employees because management did not deal with the problems.

The offenses committed by the Weak Employee are invariably transgressions 
of temptation—credit card use, padding expenses, and cheating on time—all 
made possible and compounded by the lack of supervisory controls.

The CorrupT employee

Unlike the weak employee who falls into bad acts, the corrupt employee joins 
government service with the intent of swilling at the public trough. This person 
intends to take advantage of the system and goes to some lengths to defraud 
the agency.

Significantly, their acts are invariably for financial gain.  They pad travel expenses, 
use government credit cards for their own purchases, gas up their personal 
vehicles at the government pump when nobody is looking, claim overtime for 
time not worked, falsify return to work forms to continue collecting workers 
compensation, or accept illegal or improper favors or gratuities. Typically, their 
misconduct is not directed against people—they do not bully others, nor do 
they try to cause others emotional harm. In fact, they are usually likeable people 
and decent performers.

It is also significant that they go to some lengths to commit their frauds and 
do not respond to the normal controls that deter the weak employees. If you 



10 Who are the probleM eMployees Chapter 2

require employees to furnish hotel and meal receipts to support travel expense 
claims, the weak employee will comply. The corrupt employee, though, will use 
a good word processing program, scanner, or copier to forge them.

The Guerrilla

The Guerrilla is closely related to its cousin below, the Sociopath, but with 
enough differences that I distinguish the two. The Guerrilla is the employee who 
is always fighting supervisors, but in a low-intensity way. The Guerrilla questions 
every job assignment, criticizes and ridicules every rule or policy promulgated, 
and tries to undercut supervisors at every opportunity.

All of us have a bit of the Guerrilla in our temperaments, but the Guerrilla problem 
employee not only fights you, but tries to enroll others in his campaign against 
supervision. As we shall discuss in the chapter on tools, we should not concern 
ourselves with why people act the way they do, but the Guerrillas usually have 
some grudge against management. They have not been promoted; they have 
not received the recognition they deserve; or they have otherwise been treated 
unfairly and this is how they get back at management.

Do not confuse the Guerrilla with the Whiner and the Critic who we will discuss 
in the chapter on non-problems. The Guerrilla goes beyond general whining 
or constructive criticism of the way things are done. The Guerrilla exhibits the 
following characteristics.

First, they try to sabotage management at every opportunity. They will undercut 
anything you do for no other reason than that you are the initiator or proponent. 
Any new rule or policy that you set is simply another example of management’s 
lack of understanding of the situation. Any attempt to initiate a policy beneficial 
to employees is not enough. When promulgating new requirements from higher 
up, you’re held up for ridicule for not having a mind of your own, not fighting 
higher headquarters or looking out for your employees.

Second, Guerrillas are mostly furtive. They usually lack the courage to openly 
confront management.  I remember one employee who at staff meetings, 
whenever the supervisor turned around, would make mocking facial gestures 
to the other employees. I have seen exceptions.  Occasionally, the Guerrilla who, 
as part of enlisting others, will pose for them by challenging you in front of 
them. For the most part, they avoid direct confrontations.

Last, and related to the point above about furtiveness, they try to prod and involve 
others, often to do their dirty work for them. Again, they do not have the courage 
to stand up to you, so they try to agitate others. However, they are not merely 
eliciting moral support, but trying to prod them into action—trying to get them 
to defy you. Then they can sit back, smile, and have their imagined vengeance.




