ISSN 2601-8632 (Print) European Journal of May - August 2019
ISSN 2601-8640 (Online Social Sciences Volume 2, Issue 2

The Dark Side of the Leadership: The Effects of Toxic Leaders on Employees

Mert KILIG
Ayse GUNSEL

Abstract

Studies on leadership have been overwhelmingly focused on the positive aspects of leadership, and tried to
reach certain conclusions on the positive effects of leadership in organizations. However, the dark side of
leadership has been ignored. Those negative leadership styles in general, toxic leadership, in particular, may
have extremely negative effects on organizations, which have the potential to overshadow the effects of positive
leadership. Toxic leadership can create a decrease in workplace performance, productivity, and output, as well
as its remarkable negative reflections on employees. So, examining the outputs of toxic leadership is inevitable.
In this paper, we aim to examine the consequences of toxic leaders on employees by a quantitative search on
the finance industry.
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Introduction

For many years, leadership has been one of the most important topics in both academic studies and the business world. A
large part of what has been written about leadership in management literature focused on how effective and successful
leaders should be. Because in a system in which people who are living in an interconnected world, people should be led
by various leaders/managers in both business and social life. Those managers, who make decisions that affect the lives of
individuals in every field, are a fact of the social life. Most of the time those leaders are not chosen by the followers or
subordinates. In this context, leadership, in general, can be defined as the behavior of influencing and directing the
employees of the organization in line with the goals and objectives of the organization. On the other hand, recent studies
have addressed the negative facet and types of leadership. Bullying leadership (Ashforth, 1994; Ferris, Zinko, Brouer,
Buckley & Harvey, 2007), abusive surveillance (Tepper, 2000), poor leadership (Kellerman, 2004; Erickson, Shaw, &
Agabe, 2007), weak leadership (Kelloway, Sivanathan, Francis and Barling, 2005), narcissistic leadership (Paunonen,
Lonnquist, Verkasalo, Leikas, & Nissinen, 2006), destructive leadership (Einarsen et al., 2007) deterrent leadership
(Thoroughgood, Hunter, and Sawyer, 2011) ), toxic leadership (Lipman-Blumen, 2006) have been studied as the dark side
of leadership (Conger, 1990).

Leaders can be defined with some common characteristics that they have. Some of the leaders can manage their
subordinates very well and offer advantageous opportunities that can be useful for the group, while some others have
“Toxic” characteristics which are already defined as “Toxic Leaders” in the literature (Lipman-Blumen, 2006).

It is obvious that the keeping costs low such as the personnel cycle, the training, the construction of institutional memory
and institutional structure are extremely important at today’s competitive atmosphere. Firms need to keep their profitability
and reduce their costs as low as possible in order to ensure their sustainability. Many firms are trying to find ways of
reducing those kinds of costs. By the introduction of the toxicity to the leadership studies (Lipman-Blumenn, 2006),
increasing numbers of researches try to assess the between toxic leader's negative effects and indirect costs on both
employees and organizations.
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Especially in the US, toxic leadership studies are mostly addressed in the military and health sector (Paunonen et al.,2008,
Reed,2004). According to the 43-item Toxic Leadership Scale developed by Lipman-Blumen, we can clearly see that toxic
leadership has negative effects on many areas within the organization, such as organizational commitment, organizational
climate, organizational motivation, organizational culture (Lipman-Blumenn,2006; Erickson et al.,2007; Einarsen et
al.,2007).

In this study, we aim to reveal the effects of toxic leadership on employees. Specifically, we try to understand the
consequences of toxic leader’s behaviors via qualitative analysis on the employees of the finance sector. The remaining of
this paper is organized as follows. In Section Il it is tried to show what are the common characteristics of toxic leaders and
the scope of our qualitative research. Finally, the conclusion part reveals the results of our research which is analyzed by
MAXQDA 2018.

A Qualitative Research on Employees of Finance Sector

Toxic leader's destructive behaviors and characteristics can make individuals, groups, organizations, communities
seriously and permanently damaged (Kellerman, 2004). In order to be named as a toxic leader, he/she has to show his/her
toxic effect in a way that would affect the organization, not a particular employee (Reed 2004). Toxic, poisonous leaders
are the leaders who lead and harm the employees, the business environment and the organizational climate. It is necessary
to differentiate the toxic leader from the boss or manager who is bad and oppressive. Such leaders do not care much about
what is outside of them. It is an approach that harms people by poisoning activities that are enthusiasm, creativity,
autonomy, and innovation. Toxic leaders are spreading this poison with an excessive control mechanism (Karen 2003)

According to Frost (2003), toxic feelings in the work environment are an emotional state where negative feelings are more
intensified and include psychological repetition, rupture, and depletion phases. In the psychologically repetitive phase, the
individuals are unable to psychologically analyze a severe experience that affects them and they can't predict that the
negative results of repeating experiences. When the transition phase is passed, the individuals are moving away from their
social environment and colleagues. In the depletion phase, the mental and physical energy of the individuals are depleted
due to those negative experiences. The recent studies show that a toxic leader’s poison could spread to individuals, teams
and the whole organization in a stealthy manner (Lubit 2004).

In this paper, we aim to understand the perceptions of employees regarding “Toxic Leadership” and effects of toxic
leadership on employees in the finance sector. A qualitative research is conducted on on 20 finance sector employees.
Semi-structured interview method is carried out. Seven open-ended questions are asked with a voice recorder works on
the interview table. After all of the interviews and voice records end up, transcriptions are coded. Some main themes were
defined as:

e  Perceptions of Toxic Leadership

e  Perceptions of Toxic Leadership According to Generations
e  Negative Effects on Workplace Performance

e Work Attitudes

e  Organizational Commitment

¢  And some sub-themes were defined according to the dimensions of the “Toxic Leadership”(Schmidt, 2008) as:
e Abusive supervision,

e  Authoritarian leadership,

e  Self-promotion,

e  Unpredictability

e  Narcissim
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In our research, 20 employees provide answers to the questions asked about Toxic Leaders and their feelings in the
workplace. Main Themes and Sub-Themes can be seen with their density of usage in the 20 Employee’s transcriptions on
Figure-1. All of the big squares on the figure show density of that theme on employee No.1-20.
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Figure-1: Main and Sub-Theme’s Density of Usage in the 20 Employee’s Transcriptions.
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Figure-2: Main Focus of Themes in the 20 Employee’s Transcriptions.
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As a matter of fact, there can be seen an invisible line that converges with the big densed squares of the themes. As it can
easily be seen at Figure-2, most of the employee’s scope of their leader and their bad effects are a little bit more noticeable.
When we look at the dimensions of Toxic Leaders, employee’s perceptions about their leader are mostly converging at
Abusive Supervision, Authoritarian Leadership, Self-Promotion and Unpredictability. So that the dramatical decrease of
Subjective Wellbeing can be seen as the Negative Effects on the Workplace Performance. And also, if it is evaluated in
terms of the dimensional decrease of the Organizational Commitment, the decrease of the Supervisor Commitment and
the Organizational Commitment are dramatical. But it doesn't necessarily mean a decrease on the commitment of
workmates.

There is also another point of view that MAXQDA 2018 provides. It is Code — Relationships chart (Figure-3). What can
people understand from those convergences is which toxic leader dimensions are the most effective and dense on the
employees. Which bad effects of toxic leader attitudes are influencing the employees most badly?
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Figure-3: Codes (Themes) - Relationships Chart

From the Figure-3 we realize that there is a very strong correlation between Abusive Supervision and Self Promotion. Also,
Abusive Supervision and Authoritarian Leadership has a less but strong correlation. Narcissim and Self Promotion,
Contextual Performance and Subjective Wellbeing, Task Performance and Subjective Wellbeing have correlations
according to the Figure-3.

Conclusion

The results of this paper reveal that negative attitudes and behaviors of Toxic Leaders leads to many negative outputs in
the workplace, not only by means of the decreasing organizational commitment but also the decreasing workplace
performance of employees. The findings also show that toxic managers do not realise their toxicity of themselves. They
mostly focus on their up-to-date success while ignoring their long-term and permanent harm on the employees (Kusy, M.
& Holloway, E., 2009).

Moreover, the results emphasize that Workplace Performance and Organizational Commitment are interconnected. Toxic
Leader’s basic and never-ending attitudes and behaviors seem to have some indicators. Taking into consideration all those
indicators, researchers can widen the toxic leadership studies and methodologies. Constituting a strong organizational
structure is very costly; thus, the decision makers generally may tend to perform toxic attitudes and behaviors for the short-
term advantages; without considering long-term harmful effects (Reed, G., 2004). Thus, the managers and decision makers
should realize the fact that toxic attitude and behaviors’ burden on organizations cannot be easily demolished
(Thoroughgood etal, 2012).
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From this paper, four main results can be concluded;

Four dimensions of Toxic Leadership are the most prominent; Abusive Supervision, Authoritarian leadership, Self-
promotion and Narcissism.

Toxic Leader behaviors mostly affects Subjective Wellbeing. After its effects decrease Task Performance and finally affects
Contextual Performance.

Toxic Leader behaviors not directly affect workmate’s commitment at the workplace. But has very strong negative effects
on Organizational Commitment and Supervisor's Commitment.

There is a strong correlation between Abusive Supervision and Self Promotion of the Toxic Leader.

References

1
2

B3]
4

i3]
(6]
Y

(8]
&)

(o]
1
[12]
(3]
(4]
[19]
[16]
(17
(18]
[19]

[20]
21

[22]

(23]

ASHFORTH,B.(1994). Petty tyranny in organizations. Human Relations, 47(7), 755-778.
BALKUNDI,P.,&KILDUFF,M.(2005). The ties that lead: A social network approach to leadership. Leadership Quarterly, 16(6),
941-961.

BASS,B.M.(1985). Leadership and performance beyond expectations. New York: Free Press.

BASS,B.M.(1990). Bass & Stogdill's handbook of leadership: Theory, research and managerial applications (3rd ed.). New
York: Free Press.

BENNIS,W.G.&NANUS,B.(1985) Leadership: The strategies for taking charge. New York: Harper and Row.
BURNS,J.M.(1978). Leadership. New York: Harper & Row.

CONGER,J.A.&KANUNGO,R.N.(1987). Toward a behavioral theory of charismatic leadership in organizational settings.
Academy of Management Review, 12(4), 637-647.

CONGER,J.A.(1990). The dark side of leadership. Organizational Dynamics, 19(2), 44-55.
DANSEREAU,F.,GRAEN,G.,&HAGA,W.J.(1975). A vertical dyad linkage approach to leadership within formal organizations.
Organizational Behavior and Human Performance, 13(1), 46-78.

DIENESCH,R.M.,&LIDEN,R.C.(1986). Leader member exchange model of leadership: A critique and further development.
Academy of Management Review, 11(3), 618-634.

EINARSEN,S.,AASLAND,M.S.,&SKOGSTAD,A.(2007). Destructive leadership behavior: A definition and conceptual model.
Leadership Quarterly, 18(3), 207-216.

ERICKSON,A.,SHAW,J.,&AGABE,Z.(2007). An empirical investigation of the antecedents, behaviors, and outcomes of bad
leadership. Journal of Leadership Studies, 1 (3), 26-43.
FERRIS,G.,ZINKO,R.,.BROUER,R.,BUCKLEY,M.R.,.&HARVEY,M.(2007). Strategic bullying as a supplementary, balanced
perspective on destructive leadership.

FIEDLER,F.E.(1972). The effectiveness of leadership training and experience: A contingency model interpretation.
Administrative Science Quarterly, 17(4), 455-463.

FLEISHMAN,E.A.(1953). The description of supervisory behavior. Personnel Psychology, 37(1), 1-6.

FROST,PETER J.(2003). Toxic emotions at work. Boston: Harvard Business School Press.

GOLDMAN,A.(2008) «Company on the Couch Unveiling Toxic Behavior in Dysfunctional Organizations.» Journal Of
Management Inquiry, September: 226-238.

GRAEN,G.,&CASHMAN,J.F.(1975). A role-making model of leadership in formal organizations: A developmental approach.
InJ. G. Hunt & L. L. Larson (Eds.), Leadership frontiers (pp. 143-165).

KAREN, WILSON-STARKS (2003) Toxic Leadership.

KUSY,M.&HOLLOWAY ,E.(2009) Toxic Workplace. 1st. San Francisco, CA: Jossey-Bass,
GRAEN,G.B.,&UHL-BIEN,M.(1995). Relationships-based approach to leadership: Development of Leader-Member
Exchange (LMX) theory of leadership over 25 years: Applying a multi-level domain approach. Leadership Quarterly, 6(2),
219-247.

HEMPHILL,J.K.,&COONS, A. E. (1957). Development of the leader behavior description questionnaire. In R. M. Stogdill & A.
E. Coons (Eds.), Leader behavior: Its description and measurement (pp. 6-38). Columbus, OH: Bureau of Business Research,
Ohio State University.

HERSEY,P.,&BLANCHARD,K.H.(1969). Life cycle theory of leadership. Training and Development Journal, 23(2), 26-34.

55



ISSN 2601-8632 (Print) European Journal of May - August 2019
ISSN 2601-8640 (Online Social Sciences Volume 2, Issue 2

(24]
(25]

(26]
[27]

(28]
[29]
[30]
31
(32]
(33]

(34]
(35]

(36]
[37]

(38]
[39]

[40]

[41]
[42]

[43]

[44]
[49]

[46]

HOUSE,R.J.(1971). A path-goal theory of leader effectiveness. Administrative Science Quarterly, 16(3), 321-339.
HOUSE,R.J.(1977). A 1976 theory of charismatic leadership. In J. G. Hunt & L. L. Larson (Eds.), Leadership: The cutting edge
(pp. 189-207). Carbondale, IL: Southern lllinois University Press.

HOUSMAN,M.&DYLAN,M.(2015) «Toxic Workers.» Working Paper: 16-057, Harward Business School,
KATZ,D.,MACCOBY,N.,&MORSE,N.(1950). Productivity, supervision, and morale in an office situation. Ann Arbor, MI:
Institute for Social Research.

KELLERMAN,B.(2004). Destructive leadership: What it is, how it happens, why it matters. Cambridge, Mass: Harvard
Business School Press.

KELLOWAY E.K.,SIVANATHAN,N.,FRANCIS,L.,&BARLING,J.(2005). Poor leadership. In J. Barling, E. K. Kelloway, & M. R.
Frone (Ed.), Handbook of work stress (s. 89-112). Thousand Oaks: Sage

KERR,S.,&JERMIER,J.M.(1978). Substitutes for leadership: Their meaning and measurement. Organizational Behavior and
Human Performance, 22(3), 375-403.

KIRKPATRICK,S.A.,&LOCKE E.A.(1996). Direct and indirect effects of three core charismatic leadership components on
performance and attitudes. Journal of Applied Psychology, 81(1), 36-51.

LIPMAN-BLUMEN,J.(2006). The allure of toxic leadership: Why we follow destructive bosses and corrupt politicians—and
how we can survive them. New York: Oxford University Press.

LORD,R.G.,.DEVADER,C.L..& ALLIGER,G.M.(1986). A meta-analysis of the relationship between personality traits and
leadership: An application of validity generalization procedures. Journal of Applied Psychology, 71(3), 402—410.

LUBIT,R. Coping with Toxic Managers,Subordinates,and Other Difficult People. Prentice Hall, 2004.
PAUNONEN,S.V.LONNQVIST,J.E..VERKASALO,M. LEIKAS,S., &NISSINEN,V.(2006). Narcissism and emergent leadership
in military cadets. Leadership Quarterly, 17(5), 475-486.

REED,G.E.(2004). «Toxic Leadership.» Military Review, July-August 2004: 61-71.

SASHKIN,M.(1988). The visionary leader. In J. A. Conger & R. A. Kanungo (Eds.), Charismatic leadership: The elusive factor
in organizational effectiveness (pp. 122-160). San Francisco, CA: Jossey-Bass.

SCHMIDT,A.(2008). Development And Validation of The Toxic Leadership Scale.

SHAMIR,B.,HOUSE R.J.,.&ARTHUR,M.B.(1993). The motivational effects of charismatic leadership: A self-concept based
theory. Organization Science, 4(4), 577-5%4.

STOGDILL,R.M.(1948). Personal factors associated with leadership: A survey of the literature. Journal of Psychology, 25(1),
35-71.

TEPPER,B.J.(2000). Consequences of abusive supervision. Academy of Management Journal, 43(2), 178-190.
THOROUGHGOOD,C.N.,TATE,B.W.,.SAWYER,K.B.&JACOBS,R.(2012). Bad to the bone: Empirically defining and
measuring destructive leader behavior. Journal of Leadership & Organizational Studies, 19(2), 230-255.
TRICE,H.M.,&BEYER,J.M.(1986). Charisma and its routinization in two social movement organizations. In B. M. Staw & L. L.
Cummings (Eds.), Research in organizational behavior (pp. 113-164). Greenwich, CT: JAI Press.

US ARMY. «armypubs.army.mil.» Agustos 2012. https://armypubs.us.army.mil/doctrine/index.html
VROOM,V.H.,&JAGO,A.G.(1988). The new leadership. Managing participation in organizations. Englewood Cliffs, NJ:
Prentice Hall.

VROOM,V.H.,&YETTON,P.W.(1973). Leadership and decision-making. Pittsburgh: University of Pittsburgh Press.

56





