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Introduction

Leadership is one of the most over-
researched areas of social sciences
(Gardner et al., 2020), evolved with a se-
ries of ‘school of thoughts’, the scientific
study of which dates early 1930 and on-
wards (House & Aditya, 1997). Interest-
ingly there is no consensually agreed-upon
definition of leadership among scholars.
Definitions vary in terms of emphasis on
leader abilities, personality traits, influence
relationships, cognitive versus emotional
orientation, individual versus group orien-
tation and appeal to self-versus collective
interests. Traditionally, leadership re-
search has considered leadership as a
positive phenomenon and the attributes
associated with a leader focused on per-
sonality variables all exclusive of ‘desir-
able’, ‘good’ and ‘effective’ characteris-
tics (Yukl, 2006). There is no escaping the
fact that the leadership literature has fo-
cused on constructive, successful leader-
ship over the years. Still, the recent stream
of research suggests a dark side of a
leader too (Schmid et al., 2018).

Contrary to popular belief, some lead-
ers, rather than behaving in stereotypical
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The l i terature on destructive
leadership is relatively early, and
the research and theory devel-
opment addressing destructive
leadership is underdeveloped.
This article is an attempt to de-
velop a conceptual model for
destructive leadership. By inte-
grating the trait theory of lead-
ership, the paper attempts to ex-
plain that personal ideology and
traits of the leader act as an an-
tecedent to destructive leader-
ship. The paper further proposes
that the followers’ personality
traits act as a moderator of the
influence of destructive leader-
ship. In extreme cases, destruc-
tive leadership can invite de-
structive followership. Finally, a
theoretical framework is pro-
posed integrating the destructive
leadership literature followed by
discussion and limitation of the
study.
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‘ideal’ manner, behave in manners that
are detrimental to followers and organi-
zations. The potential effect of destruc-
tive leadership on individual followers are
pretty severe and, in extreme cases, re-
sults in job tension, burnout, emotional
exhaustion, intention to quit
(McCallaghan et al., 2019), reduced fam-
ily well-being (Hoobler & Brass, 2006),
and deviant work behavior (Schmid et al.,
2018), to name a few.

The literature on destructive leader-
ship is relatively early, and the research
and theory development addressing de-
structive leadership is underdeveloped
(Einarsen et al., 2007). The basis for
better understanding is yet to be ex-
plained. Research in this area lacks both
integration of diverse concepts and re-
view of its consequences, and a theoreti-
cal model of destructive leadership ex-
plaining the underlying relationship be-
tween destructive leadership, its anteced-
ents and its consequences are scarce.
Further, followers’ reaction to destruc-
tive leadership has been under-explained
(Yukl, 2006) and has much been reported
as a linear function to leaders’ behavior.
This review addresses a few of the above
limitations.

The Destructive Leadership

Tepper (2000) documents that lead-
ers may actively and intentionally behave
destructively towards subordinates and
the organization as a whole. Within the
domain of destructive leadership arguably
fall several concepts which include, ‘dark
side’ of leadership (Conger, 1990), abu-
sive supervisor (Tepper, 2000), derailed

leaders (Shackleton, 1995), psychopaths
(Furnham & Taylor, 2004), to name a few.

Einarsen et al. (2007) defined de-
structive leadership as “the systematic
and repeated behavior by a leader, su-
pervisor or manager that violates the le-
gitimate interest of the organization by
undermining and sabotaging the
organization’s goals, tasks, resources, and
effectiveness and/or the motivation, well-
being or job satisfaction of subordinates.”
According to the definition, all physical
and verbal repeated behaviors lead to
destructive leadership. This eliminates
isolated misbehavior or an outburst of a
leader, which could result from any ‘bad
day’ or by chance. Only when a leader
repeatedly acts aggressively or sustained
hostile behavior qualifies a leader to be
destructive.

Only when a leader repeatedly acts
aggressively or sustained hostile
behavior qualifies a leader to be
destructive.

Little effort has been made to show
the relationship between the reasons and
consequences of destructive leadership.
Further, only a few studies attempted to
distinguish between types of followers
(e.g., Padilla et al., 2007). The paper pro-
poses a model of destructive leadership,
antecedents to personal ideology and
personality trait. The study further pro-
poses that the consequences of destruc-
tive leadership will depend on the per-
sonality trait of followers, such that the
followers low on agreeableness, consci-
entiousness and high on emotional sta-
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bility are likely to revolt against destruc-
tive leadership by becoming a destruc-
tive follower.

Nature of Destructive Leadership

The supervisors’ sustained verbal or
non-verbal display of hostility can include
humiliating in person or public, the threat
of job loss, aggressive facial expression
and withholding information (Tepper,
2000), to name a few. These acts of de-
structive leadership can be broadly di-
vided into two categories, those directed
towards interpersonal mistreatment and/
or those directed towards task-related
mistreatment.

Interpersonal Mistreatment

Quality interaction, dignity, and re-
spect at the workplace are essential and
core elements to the perception of fair
treatment (Bies, 2001). Playing favorites
can be regarded as interpersonal mistreat-
ment, and this tendency can divide em-
ployees against each other and destruc-
tive leaders express anger outwardly to-
wards un-favorites (Williams, 1989). This
can result in counter-productive work
behaviors. Aggressive supervisors have
a low level of tolerance (Prkachin
&Silverman, 2002) and have a low abil-
ity to manage interpersonal conflicts. In
a study conducted by Shaw et al. (2011),

many respondents reported that these
supervisors also tend to punish inappro-
priately for offences and commits a se-
vere breach of trust at some of the other
points of time. This can lead to emotional
instability among subordinates, and a
sense of disassociation from others can
develop, which may eventually result in
decreased productivity.

Task-related Mistreatment

Making a decision based on inad-
equate information is a characteristic of
destructive leadership. In the study con-
ducted by Shaw et al. (2011), many re-
spondents reported that destructive lead-
ers either do not know what is going in a
business unit or do not pay attention to
what matters. They don’t even seek in-
formation and opinions from others which
can hamper the productivity and effec-
tiveness of work in progress. Other de-
structive behaviors include the over-con-
trolling and authoritarian nature of de-
structive leaders. An attempt to exert
control and dominate everything can lead
to dissatisfaction among subordinates.

Further, destructive leadership fo-
cuses on personal aims; they may not
have explicit expectations as it can be a
mismatch with organizational goals. When
subordinates are not clear of what they
are expected of, their productivity may
decrease. Thus, interpersonal mistreat-
ment (playing favorites, unmanaged in-
terpersonal conflicts, inappropriate pun-
ishing) and task-related mistreatment
(over-controlling, not seeking informa-
tion) are behaviors that reflect destruc-
tive leadership.

Quality interaction, dignity, and re-
spect at the workplace are essen-
tial and core elements to the per-
ception of fair treatment.
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Fig. 1 Proposed model of Destructive Leadership

Antecedent to Destructive
Leadership

The conditions that predict the oc-
currence of abusive supervision are not
known much (Tepper, 2007) and the rea-
sons as to why supervisors abuse spe-
cific subordinates are less explored. Only
a few studies (e.g., Hoobler & Brass,
2006) investigated the antecedents of
abusive supervision empirically. This sec-
tion argues that overemphasis on personal
ideology, in interaction with the person-
ality trait of the leader, can lead to de-
structive leadership.

Personal Ideology: According to
Bass and Steidlmeier (1999), an essen-
tial component of destructiveness is the
leader’s evil intention. These bad inten-
tions in an individual could have devel-
oped over time and can result from ad-
verse life events, a perusal of personal

aims instead of larger social objective and
an unrealistic perception of constraints
and opportunities.

 Negative Life Events: Childhood
adversity like low socioeconomic status,
parental discord, child abuse, parental
criminality leads to exploitive adulthood
(Katz, 1997). It has also been found that
abused children distance themselves from
others, and those who face powerless-
ness in childhood use coercive influence
techniques later in their lives to gain
power (Goodstadt & Hjelle, 1973). Psy-
chopaths ignore the feelings of others,
often exploit them for personal gains and
have been associated with un-socialized
use of power (Hare, 1993).

Personal Aim: Time and again, it has
been argued that a few leaders have self-
ish orientation, and such leaders focus on
accomplishment of personal goals and
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objectives (e.g., Conger, 1990; Bass &
Steidlmeier, 1999). As opposed to pursu-
ing organizational objectives and needs
of larger social objectives, this kind of
leadership involves substituting organiza-
tional goals with personal goals. In doing
so, such leadership may involve construct-
ing a vision monument to self-interest
rather than organizations’ actual objec-
tive. In pursuit of personal need, individu-
als can irresponsibly use authority and
become extraordinarily punitive, which
could be detrimental to subordinates.
Such aggression for personalized needs
may involve leaders in destructive lead-
ership. The needs of an individual are not
a stable disposition (House et al., 1996),
and needs that are strong now may dis-
integrate in future. But, needs are innate
capacities that individuals manifest to
gain satisfaction from specific experi-
ences or behaviors. For example, an in-
dividual in hunger will derive satisfaction
from eating. When these needs are met,
endomorphins are released, giving them
pleasurable physiological  changes
(McClelland, 1975), and they learn that
these behaviors satisfy their needs.

The Sight of (Un)reality. The drive
to achieve very personal aims can result
in an inability to assess constraints and
opportunities available in the organization
realistically. Thus, to pursue the personal
vision, such individuals spend an enor-
mous amount of energy without consid-
ering other organizational factors. High
commitment to personalized objectives
blur the viability of other opportunities,
and this miscalculation can lead to an in-
ability to detect essential changes. Ob-
taining necessary resources may involve

using personalized power and coercion
and can involve them in destructive lead-
ership. Thus, one can expect adverse life
events, focus on personalized aims and
objectives, and unrealistic sightedness of
opportunity and threat as antecedents to
destructive leadership.

Personality Trait: A recent review
of 20 years of literature on workplace
bullying finds that a significant challenge
in investigating the bully and bully behav-
ior is the lack of workplace bullying re-
search investigating the perpetrator
(Samnani & Singh, 2012). With limited
availability on empirically tested research
on the trait angle of destructive leader-
ship, two personality traits that seem to
act as antecedents to destructive lead-
ership are trait anger and negative af-
fectivity.

Trait Anger. Scholars, for long, have
linked anger to aggressive behavior
(Berkowitz, 1993). Individuals with trait
anger have the predisposition to respond
to the situation with hostility (Spielberger,
1991). These people are more easily pro-
voked in any given situation, and they tend
to perceive situations as frustrating fre-
quently; and do not see any wrong in
aggressive behavior (Elliott, 1997).

Negative Affectivity: Negative af-
fectivity “reflects pervasive individual
differences in negative emotionality
and self-concept” and “subsumes a
broad range of aversive mood states,
including anger, disgust, scorn, guilt,
fearfulness, and depression” (Watson
& Clark, 1984: 465). Neuroticism and
trait anxiety are two personality traits that
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represent this broad concept of negative
affectivity (Schaubroeck et al., 2007).
Neuroticism is a tendency to experience
negative emotions and possesses similar
behavior, and such people are prone to
hold intense anger and antagonistic hos-
tility (Costa et al., 1989). People high on
neuroticism can be characterized by cyni-
cism, callousness, and uncoopera-
tiveness. Trait anxious people tend to
project their fear on others and live in a
constant state of physiological arousal.
People with negative affectivity trait lack
interpersonal sensitivity, have a negative
outlook and have irrational beliefs (Hart
& Hope, 2004). Persons high on nega-
tive affectivity are more prone to con-
flicts and their mood and behavior ‘rubs
off’ on their subordinates (Brissette &
Cohen, 2002).

Consequences of Destructive
Leadership

As compared to studies on anteced-
ents of destructive leadership, little re-
search has been carried on the outcomes
of bullying and its consequences on the
target (Samnani & Singh, 2012). De-
structive leadership is threatening, and the
intimidating behavior associated with ag-
gression can affect the functioning of
employees. The negative consequences
can be segregated into work-related out-
comes and physical and psychological
well-being related consequences.

Work-related Outcomes: Over time,
destructive leadership and bullying at the
workplace can result in low motivation
and morale of the target. They can dis-
rupt focus (Ferris et al., 2007), absen-

teeism and reduced job satisfaction
(Lutgen-Sandvik et al., 2007). Burnout
had been cited as an expected outcome
of workplace aggression and can be de-
fined as a syndrome poised with emo-
tional exhaustion, cynicism and a low
sense of professional efficacy (Masclach
& Schaufeli, 1993). Low professional
efficacy is seen as a decline of experi-
enced competence and achievement in
one’s work, i.e. decreased sense of per-
sonal  accomplishment. Workplace
trauma can reduce an employee’s pro-
ductivity and is also related to job anxi-
ety and intention to leave (Ferris et al.,
2007).

On Physical & Psychological Well-
being: Bullying at work results in dete-
riorated mental and physical health (Hoel
et al., 2004), mood swings and sleep
problems (Hallberg, 2007), psychological
distress, helplessness (Ashforth, 1994),
perceived work-family conflict (Tepper,
2000). Stress at the job and emotional
exhaustion at the workplace have been
found to cause an increase in blood pres-
sure (Schaubroeck & Merritt, 1997).

Destructive Followership

With the above few exceptions, the
research on interpersonal aggression has
not specified the relationship between the
target and the aggressor (e.g. supervi-
sor, co-worker) (Hershcovis et al., 2007).
It is very likely that if a supervisor mis-

Prolonged abuse by a supervisor
at the workplace can lead to super-
visor targeted aggression.
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treats his/her subordinate, the supervisor
may face aggression against himself or
herself. Inness et al. (2005) found that
prolonged abuse by a supervisor at the
workplace can lead to supervisor targeted
aggression. Further, such victims can vio-
late organizational norms and harm the
organization or its employees (Robinson
& Bennett, 1995). Counter-productive
behaviors can hamper organizational pro-
ductivity. According to Mitchell and
Ambrose (2007), followers may indulge
in supervisor-directed deviance, organi-
zation-directed deviance and interper-
sonal deviance. Unsatisfied and irritated
followers can gossip about a supervisor
or act rudely towards destructive lead-
ers; can harm the organization by steal-
ing or destroying organizational, physical
resources; and can hurt co-workers. They
argued that such followers adopt a ‘tit-
for-tat’ strategy and retaliate directly
against the source of mistreatment and
aggression directed against the victim’s
supervisor (Dupre et al., 2006). In ex-
treme cases, bullying may stress the tar-
get to the extent that he or she may com-
mit suicide (Rayner et al., 2002) or can
take legal action against the bully.

Moderators of the Consequences

Exposure to abusive supervision may
induce resistance, but this effect on the
part of subordinate depends on subordi-
nates’ personality. One study found that
subordinates refused to perform super-
visors’ requests called dysfunctional re-
sistance when exposed to abusive super-
vision. In such cases, subordinates high
on conscientiousness were more likely to
refuse supervisors’ directions (Tepper et

al., 2001). Further, individuals have the
predisposition to engage in a specific
behavior (Shoda & Mischel, 1993). This
accounts for why a situation is interpreted
differently by a different individual
(Skarlicki et al., 1999). Individual differ-
ences will likely make people predict
workplace aggression differently. An ini-
tial reaction to destructive leadership is
compliance with bullying, as is found in
more than half of the victims (Zapf &
Gross, 2001). Destructive leadership and
its related concepts are cognitively evalu-
ated, as it is the perception of the target
and is subjective to that target. As situa-
tion leadership literature suggests, there
are different types of employees based
on their maturity levels (Ferris et al.,
2007). Hence, not all followers will per-
ceive and react to destructive leadership
similarly.

Not all followers will perceive and
react to destructive leadership
similarly.

Colluders/Conformers: Padilla et
al. (2007) used these terms to define two
types of susceptible followers. These are
either unable to or unwilling to resist abu-
sive leadership. They may have their
needs or fear of deviance. Conformers
are those who comply with destructive
leadership out of fear and try to minimize
the negative consequences. Kellerman
(2004), in a similar typology, calls these
followers bystanders who allow bad lead-
ership to happen. Followers like con-
formers who are low on emotional sta-
bility have been the targets of destruc-
tive leadership more than those who have
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a high level of emotional stability (Coyne
et al., 2003). It has been found that after
initial compliance with destructive lead-
ership, victims, over time, leave the or-
ganization. The audience of such inci-
dences exhibits different reaction by first
trying to understand why bullying has
happened (Green & Mitchell, 1979). At
times, they interpret that the victim in-
vited those actions. And finally, they land
up comparing their action, and to avoid
bullying, they may alter similar actions in
future (Bandura, 1977). To increase pre-
dictability in an uncertain world, these
followers tend to obey authori ty
(Milgram, 1974) and are characterized by
negative self-evaluation, psychological
immaturity and unmet basic needs. To
meet the need for safety and security,
these followers have their self-interest in
following destructive leadership.
Colluders are followers who actively
participate in destructive leadership and
seek personal gains. They have needs for
social order and cohesion. They often
imitate higher status individuals and can
be characterized by selfishness (Padilla
et al., 2007).

These followers do not retaliate be-
cause offenders are well-positioned, and
the cost associated with any such action
will inhibit them. They do not tend to
speak against the offender and are pas-
sive (Goldberg, 1990), and such follow-
ers are very unlikely to retaliate to nega-
tive behaviors. Employees low on con-
scientiousness are vulnerable to bullying
(Samnani & Singh, 2012); hence both
conformers and colluders will have less
tendency to take revenge. Instead, they
will change their mental model to accept

destructive leadership, but this will not
negate the negative effects of destruc-
tive leadership.

Revolters: According to negative
reciprocity norms (Gouldner, 1960), vic-
tims of mistreatment tend to retaliate. The
followers of this group may seek revenge
and focus on retaliatory behavior once
they judge destructive leadership as re-
sponsible for having caused harm to
them. A frustrating way to retaliate could
be resistance and ignoring the offenders’
request (Tepper et al., 2001). Individuals
low on agreeableness have an antago-
nistic tendency and express their dis-
agreement more often, confront conflict,
and openly challenge workplace bullying.
Followers high on conscientiousness have
high standards and strive to achieve goals.
Hence, they will recognize bullying more,
even more, if they judge such destruc-
tive leadership as a threat to their per-
formance. Similarly, high emotional sta-
bility tends to calm, secure and confident
(Robbins et al., 2009), and such traits, to
an extent, can balance the emotional in-
stability caused due to destructive lead-
ership and can give emotional strength
to oppose destruct ive leadership
proactively.

Victims of workplace aggression
sometimes do not retaliate directly
to the source of aggression due to
fear of negative consequences

Destructive leadership increases fol-
lowers’ irritation, which can relate to the
level of aggression towards co-workers
(Schat et al., 2006). The literature on
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misplaced aggression argues that victims
of workplace aggression sometimes do
not retaliate directly to the source of ag-
gression due to fear of negative conse-
quences; instead, they abuse co-workers
and mistreat them and others. The same
phenomenon can also be explained using
social learning theory (Brown et al.,
2005), which states that destructive lead-
ership behaviors are imitated by follow-
ers in the form of resistance and work-
place bullying by victims. Those who are
high on emotional stability, high on con-
scientiousness and low on agreeableness
are most likely to perceive destructive
leadership as an extreme social stressor.
As a reaction to workplace bullying, they
may bully weak and vulnerable victims.
Prolonged exposure to bullying by a su-
pervisor and emotionally stable co-work-
ers can influence weak co-workers and
prime them to react to destructive lead-
ership and aggression from co-workers;
more specifically, they may outburst and
become a destructive follower.

Discussion

The relationship of individuals with
work has always been complicated. Apart
from a paycheck, far more is received
by individuals from work. Some trade-
off is always possible to make, but if an
individual’s health is declining and emo-
tions are exhausting, it is time to consider
how much that paycheck costs. On the
other hand, organizations invest a lot in
their employees in induction and training,
developing, maintaining and retaining
them in their organization. Employees’
performance, career progress, well-be-
ing, and salary attainment has been linked

with supervisor-subordinate relationship
quality (Scandura & Schriesheim, 1994).
However, supervisors who abused the
use of power and hostility at the work-
place may produce negative outcomes at
the workplace, and one such example is
destructive leadership. The conditions
that predict the occurrence of abusive
supervision is far less studied (Tepper,
2007), and this study is a step towards
this limitation of destructive leadership
literature. The article proposed a model
of destructive leadership and conceptu-
alized that the personality traits of both
leader and follower can act as anteced-
ents to bullying behavior.

The study makes an essential contri-
bution to the body of research. The pa-
per expanded the content by examining
individual personality traits and personal
ideology as antecedents to destructive
behavior moderated by a situational fac-
tor (organizational checks and balances).
A potential expansion of literature in
terms of types of followers has been ex-
amined. A few followers can adopt ‘tit-
for-tat’ strategy and retaliate directly
against the source of mistreatment and
aggression directed against the victim’s
supervisor (Dupre et al., 2006) and en-
gage in destructive followership.

Limitations & Future Research

Destructive leadership, by its defini-
tion, consists of supervisor-subordinate
mistreatment, which is a downward and
vertical form of mistreatment. Workplace
bullying can also involve other forms of
mistreatment, including upwards vertical
bullying and horizontal (between co-
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workers) mistreatments. This study at-
tempted to describe when and how a fol-
lower can become destructive and revert.

The study exclusively focused on in-
dividual-level antecedents and conse-
quences of destructive leadership. This
kind of leadership has been found to re-
duce the chances of team success
(Ramsay et al., 2011). It can be expected
to have other negative consequences on
teams, customers and clients (Padilla et
al., 2007) and the organization.

Further, incidents of silent treatment
have also been reported (Tepper, 2000)
as a tool of destructive leadership. It
seems that it is not just an act of com-
mission that can lead to destructive lead-
ership, but the act of omission can also
be a part and a tool for destructive be-
havior. A study on both overt and covert
destructive behavior can demonstrate the
intensity of consequences in each type
of destructive leadership.

This article expands the literature by
discussing the importance of trait factors
in determining destructive behavior in the
workplace. The research developments
in the literature of destructive leadership
are still in the nascent stage, as discussed
earlier. Studies on antecedents, modera-
tors and consequences are still called for.
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