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Preface

Organizational Behavior – Negative Aspects delves into the intricate world of organiza-
tional behavior, shedding light on the often-overlooked negative aspects that can impact 
individuals, teams, and entire organizations. By exploring these darker dimensions, we 
aim to foster a deeper understanding of the challenges organizations face and provide 
insights for addressing them.

The journey into the negative aspects of organizational behavior begins with my 
introductory chapter, which sets the stage by providing an overview of the topic and 
highlighting the importance of exploring the darker side of organizational behavior.

In Chapter 2, “The Dark Side of Organizational Behavior”, Semra Köse uncovers the 
less desirable aspects that can arise within the organizational context.

Chapter 3, “Perspective Chapter: The Dark Triad in the Organization – A Review of the 
Evidence and Future Recommendations”, by Olga Lainidi, Vilma Chalili, Ilias Maliousis, 
Maria Spiliou, Eva Tzioti, Panagiota Koutsimani, and Anthony Montgomery reviews 
the evidence surrounding the concept of the “Dark Triad” and provides future recom-
mendations for understanding and addressing its implications.

In Chapter 4, “Counterproductive Workplace Behaviors (CWBs): Antecedents and 
Outcomes”, Ugwu Callistus Chinwuba explores the causes and consequences of 
counterproductive workplace behaviors and highlights the importance of mitigating 
their impact.

In Chapter 5, “Why Fear Crushes Your Culture”, Mary Clare Coghlan, Andrew B. Ross 
and Mia B. Russell bring our attention to the detrimental effects of fear on organiza-
tional culture. This thought-provoking chapter uncovers the detrimental effects of 
fear and provides insights for cultivating a healthier work environment.

Chapter 6, “Perspective Chapter: We expect Effective Leadership from Leaders, but is 
this the Case in Reality? Reframing a Much-Hyped Phenomenon by Investigating the 
Antithesis” by Tom Karp, presents a perspective on leadership. By investigating the 
antithesis, this chapter challenges conventional notions of effective leadership, urging 
readers to reconsider their expectations.

Belal Panahi explores the impact of technology on individuals and organizations in 
Chapter 7, “Techno-Stress in Organization”. By examining the stressors arising from the 
integration of technology, this chapter highlights the need for effective management 
strategies in the digital age.

Finally, in Chapter 8, “Negative Aspects of Teacher Burnout Problem on Educational 
Organization”, Huijeong Oh sheds light on the profound impact of teacher burnout on 
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educational institutions, emphasizing the importance of addressing this issue for the 
well-being of both teachers and students.

Together, these chapters provide a comprehensive exploration of the negative aspects 
of organizational behavior, offering valuable insights for researchers, practitioners, 
and individuals interested in understanding and addressing these challenges.

I would like to extend my heartfelt gratitude to all the authors and specifically acknowl-
edge Author Service Manager Zrinka Tomicic at IntechOpen, whose invaluable contri-
butions greatly enhanced the editorial process.

I hope that this edited volume serves as a catalyst for further research and dialogue on 
the negative aspects of organizational behavior. May it inspire new perspectives, strate-
gies, and interventions that contribute to healthier and more productive organizations.

Kivanc Bozkus
Artvin Coruh University,

Artvin, Turkey
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Chapter 1

Introductory Chapter: Exploring 
the Negative Aspects of 
Organizational Behavior
Kivanc Bozkus

1. Introduction

Organizational behavior is the study of how individuals and groups interact within 
an organization, and how these interactions affect the performance and effective-
ness of the organization. While the study of organizational behavior has produced 
many insights into how organizations can function more effectively, there are also 
negative aspects of organizational behavior that can have a significant impact on 
organizational performance. The negative side of organizational behavior refers to the 
adverse effects that certain organizational behaviors can have on individuals, groups, 
and the organization. This negative side is often overlooked or downplayed, but it 
can have significant consequences for the health and well-being of employees, the 
overall functioning of the organization, and its bottom line. Overall, the negative 
side of organizational behavior is a significant concern for organizations and their 
employees. Understanding the causes and consequences of these negative behaviors 
is essential for creating a safe, healthy, and productive work environment. In this 
introductory chapter, I will explore the negative side of organizational behavior, with 
a focus on conflict, dysfunctional leadership, unethical behavior, workplace stress, 
workplace bullying, mobbing, and dark traits of personality.

2. Conflict

Conflict between individuals and groups within the organization has the potential 
to be one of the most detrimental features of organizational behavior. Differences 
in values or ideas, rivalry for resources or power, or personal enmity are just a few 
causes of conflict that might occur. Conflict may have a big impact on how well a 
company performs because it can hinder teamwork and communication as well as 
undermine employee trust and motivation. Conflict can have a big impact on how 
well an organization performs, according to research. For instance, research [1] 
revealed that disagreement might hinder innovation and creativity within firms 
because staff members may be less likely to share ideas and work together when they 
believe that their opinions are not appreciated or valued. Similar findings were made 
by another study [2], which indicated that conflict might decrease trust and increase 
employee turnover because people may be less motivated to work with somebody 
they do not trust.

XIV
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3. Dysfunctional leadership

Leadership dysfunction is yet another detrimental component of corporate behav-
ior. Leadership that is ineffective, unethical, or destructive to the organization or its 
members is referred to as dysfunctional leadership. Micromanagement, bullying, and 
abusive conduct are a few manifestations of dysfunctional leadership. Organizational 
performance can be significantly impacted by dysfunctional leadership since it can 
result in lower staff morale, more employee turnover, and diminished employee trust. 
For instance, a study [3] discovered that aggressive leadership might result in lower 
work satisfaction and higher staff turnover. Similar findings were made by another 
study [4], which discovered that managers who engage in bullying behavior can 
decrease organizational engagement and raise employee turnover intentions.

4. Unethical behavior

Another unfavorable feature of organizational behavior that can have a major 
effect on performance is unethical behavior. Dishonest, illegal, or destructive activity 
is referred to as unethical behavior. Fraud, theft, and harassment are a few instances 
of unethical behavior. Because it can result in legal responsibility, harm to the orga-
nization’s brand, and a decline in employee and customer trust, unethical behavior 
can have a big impact on how well an organization performs. For instance, a study [5] 
discovered that unethical behavior can cause a decline in company engagement and 
an increase in employee turnover intentions. Similarly, another study [6] indicated 
that unethical behavior by leaders might lead to poor job satisfaction and greater 
turnover intentions among employees.

5. Workplace stress

Workplace stress is a typical organizational behavior flaw that lowers productivity 
and increases attrition, absenteeism, and burnout. It is described as a physical and 
psychological reaction to job expectations that are more than one’s capacity for coping 
[7]. Heavy workloads [8], role ambiguity [9], bad relationships with coworkers and 
managers, and organizational change [10] are all factors that contribute to workplace 
stress. Reduced productivity, lower-quality work [11], more absenteeism [12], turnover 
[13], and burnout [14] are some repercussions of workplace stress. Burnout causes a 
decline in motivation, job satisfaction, and absenteeism [15]. Offering tools like coun-
seling services, stress management classes, and flexible work schedules is one way to 
manage workplace stress [7]. Another tactic is to foster a healthy work atmosphere by 
promoting sociability, allowing opportunities for professional development, and giving 
feedback and appreciation [16]. Organizations can resolve role ambiguity by giving 
clear job descriptions, goals, and regular feedback while also reducing workload stress 
by setting realistic deadlines, offering support, and encouraging breaks [8].

6. Workplace bullying

Workplace bullying, which is defined as persistent destructive behavior aimed at 
certain people or groups, is a serious problem in organizational behavior [17]. It can 
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appear in a variety of ways, including sabotage, social exclusion, and verbal abuse. 
Bullying at work has serious detrimental effects on employee morale, attrition rates, 
and overall health, including stress, despair, and anxiety [18]. Individual qualities, 
corporate culture, and power dynamics are all factors that might contribute to bul-
lying in the workplace [17]. Age, gender, and low self-esteem are characteristics that 
make people more susceptible to bullying [17, 18]. Bullying is encouraged by toxic 
workplace situations that accept hostility, whereas it is discouraged by organiza-
tions that emphasize respect and collaboration [17]. Bullies who abuse their position 
of power or influence also have a role [17]. Bullying at work has an effect on both 
individuals and businesses. Victims frequently exhibit increased absenteeism due 
to the detrimental impacts on their health, performance, and job satisfaction [17]. 
High turnover rates harm an organization’s ability to recruit, train, and produce 
workers [18]. A bullying culture in the workplace also breeds mistrust, distrust, and 
reputational damage [18], as well as negative effects on the law and finances [17]. 
Organizations should implement strategies like transparent policies, manager and 
employee training, fostering positive work environments, encouraging reporting, and 
promptly dealing with incidents through investigations, victim support, and disci-
plinary actions [17] to prevent and address workplace bullying.

7. Mobbing

When a group attacks a person and causes psychological injury, it is called mob-
bing [19]. It comprises physical intimidation, verbal assault, slander, and social 
exclusion. Mobbing is severe and pervasive, with numerous incidents of harassment 
occurring over time and being planned by a group [20, 21]. Mobbing has a profound 
impact on victims. They could go through PTSD, depression, and anxiety [17]. There 
may also be physical complaints, such as headaches and sleeplessness [20]. The 
psychological effects can result in poor performance, decreased job satisfaction, and 
trouble finding new employment [17]. Social support may dwindle, which might 
cause feelings of loneliness [17]. Individual, organizational, and societal variables 
all play a role in mobbing. Aggression, low self-esteem, and a drive for control are 
all personal issues [19]. Along with high job demands, little job management, and 
inadequate leadership, organizational culture, and societal views also have a role [17, 
20]. Individualism and competition can encourage mobbing [19]. Intervention and 
prevention must be prioritized. Building a cooperative and respectful organizational 
culture is an important component of prevention [21]. Investigations, clear report-
ing procedures, and training are crucial. Intervention tackles workplace pressures, 
enhances leadership and management, and addresses core causes [17]. Mobbing 
victims should receive support, such as counseling and legal representation.

8. Dark traits of personality

Positive and negative personality qualities can be separated into categories. The 
“dark traits of personality,” or unfavorable characteristics, include psychopathy, 
narcissism, Machiavellianism, and sadism [22, 23]. These characteristics have an 
impact on organizational behavior and have an impact on employee well-being, lead-
ership, and job performance. The Dark Tetrad includes sadism, while the Dark Triad 
consists of psychopathy, narcissism, and Machiavellianism [22, 23]. Each feature has 
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distinct manifestations, such as grandiosity and entitlement for narcissism [24], and 
fearlessness, impulsivity, and meanness for psychopathy [25]. In contrast to sadism, 
which emphasizes hostility and cruelty toward others, Machiavellianism combines 
strategic manipulation and a pessimistic outlook [26]. Although dark characteristics 
are frequently researched separately, they frequently co-occur in people [27]. Dark 
characteristics can impact work performance in both positive and negative ways. 
Psychopathy may encourage more inventiveness and risk-taking, while narcissism 
may increase self-assurance and boldness [28, 29]. However, negative qualities can 
also result in unethical behavior, unproductive work habits, and aggressive interper-
sonal behavior [23, 26].

© 2023 The Author(s). Licensee IntechOpen. This chapter is distributed under the terms of 
the Creative Commons Attribution License (http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/3.0), 
which permits unrestricted use, distribution, and reproduction in any medium, provided 
the original work is properly cited. 
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Chapter 2

The Dark Side of Organizational 
Behavior
Semra Köse

Abstract

In the literature of management and organization studies, the emphasis on the 
importance of human capital has increased with Neoclassical and later Modern 
management approaches after the Classical Period. The emphasis on the importance 
of human capital and human factor has increased with Neoclassical and later Modern 
management approaches after the Classical Period. With the understanding that 
the most important resource that organizations have is human, all kinds of positive 
and negative behaviors that the members of the organization will display in their 
workplaces appear as an important element for the business to continue its activi-
ties and gain competitive advantage. At this point, traditional organization and 
organizational behavior theories are shaped within the framework of rational human 
behavior. However, it is an undeniable fact that the behaviors exhibited by human 
nature will not always be positive and that negative attitudes will affect organizations 
and other individuals in different areas. Positivist organizational approaches, which 
deal with the behavior of organizational members in the context of cause-effect 
relationships, generally focus on the positive behaviors of employees. The dark side 
of organizational behavior, which is a reflection of irrational human behaviors and 
harms businesses with its negative consequences, has become one of the important 
research areas in recent years. It is important to determine how the irrational human 
factor, which traditional organizational behavior theories lack, can be directed in 
line with organizational goals. At this point, the necessity of considering all kinds of 
positive and negative behaviors exhibited by individuals with a holistic perspective 
emerges. The negative attitudes and behaviors in question represent the dark side of 
the organizational field. In this study, in which some basic concepts that make up the 
dark side of organizations are discussed, the antecedents, reasons, and reflections of 
the aforementioned behaviors in the organizational field are emphasized.

Keywords: organizational behavior, negative employee behavior, organizational 
deviance behavior, organizational silence, organizational cynicism, organizational 
justice

1. Introduction

When the organization and management literature is examined, it will be seen 
that it is full of concepts such as organizational citizenship behavior, positive orga-
nizational climate, organizational commitment, job satisfaction, and organizational 
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identification. All these positive concepts are based on the assumption that human 
nature is compatible with external behavioral regulations and can be easily shaped. As 
Douglas McGregor mentioned in the X and Y theory, although some researchers claim 
the opposite, this positive view has continued. Organizational behavior researchers 
have had the goal of creating happy employees in the workplace, starting from the 
idea that “happy cows produce more milk.” For this reason, organizational behavior 
research has focused on the positive aspects of organizational life [1–4]. At the same 
time, although some scholars have emphasized the dark side of organizational life, 
many researchers have focused on producing pragmatic tools for today’s managers. 
The positive aspects of organizational life still dominate in organizational behavior 
(OB) research [5, 6]. However, it is not possible to isolate employees who are part of 
organizational life from negative emotions such as jealousy, anger, enmity, hatred, 
and revenge. From this point of view, some academics draw attention to the fact that 
the dynamics that shape the dark side actors of organizations can further explain the 
perspectives and behavioral structures of employees. Another point that should not 
be overlooked is that this dark side that emerges in organizations is a double-sided 
coin consisting of employees and managers [7, 8]. It is sometimes the practices of the 
managers that bring the dark side of organizational behavior to light, and sometimes 
it can be caused by the personality traits of the employees. Sometimes, the inap-
propriate use of power by managers causes negative behaviors in organizations, while 
negatively affecting the interaction between managers and employees.

Weber confirmed the existence of Weberian pessimism about the negative con-
sequences of the domination of organizations filled with legal rational authority on 
societies and Coleman [6] following this historical transformation. This transforma-
tion changes social relations and individuals interact not only with individuals but 
also with organizations and other organizations in their organizations as before. 
Coleman’s first prediction on this subject is that the structural transformation in 
question leads to both perceived and real loss of power for individuals. But the rise of 
these formal organizations has also opened up new possibilities for negative societal 
consequences, as error, abuse, and destruction have brought forth [9]. Surprisingly, 
however, the harmful actions caused by the dark side of organizations and the 
far-reaching social costs to the public have not been recognized as central to the field 
of sociologists, whose expertise is defined as organizations, professions, and work. 
Organizational sociologists have argued that formal organizations may deviate from 
the rationalist expectations of the Weberian model and that mainstream organiza-
tional theories are part of pathologies that harm organizational members [10, 11]. At 
the same time, organizational sociologists have been working on defining the dark 
side of organizations for a long time and have a lot of knowledge about how things go 
wrong in organizations. But without theories of organizational behavior, all of the 
socially organized conditions that produced harmful consequences remained obscure. 
All these reasons reveal the need to clarify the dark side of organizations with inter-
disciplinary studies.

The main source of interest in the dark side of organizational behavior is the 
negative consequences and destructive effects of the negative effects of the negative 
attitudes and behaviors of the human resources, which are vital for organizations, 
in the organization. Evaluating this emerging picture, it is thought that the dark 
side of organizations, which is a new and often overlooked phenomenon, should be 
included in the center of current organizational theory. This phenomenon will con-
tribute to organizational theory in its new and analytical solutions to cope with the 
negativities it will create in organizations. At this point, considering the permeability 
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between borders, it is important to evaluate an alternative critical perspective to the 
mainstream organizational theory together, in terms of determining the place of the 
dark sides of organizations in organizational behavior. Information about the dark 
side of organizations, within and between disciplines, can be considered in four 
categories.

• First, the contrasts and similarities in the studies on the subject are not clear. 
However, the theoretical framework for discussion has not been determined and 
there is no dialog necessary for intellectual development.

• Second, the importance of both the social origins and organizational conse-
quences of harmful organizational behaviors has not been fully elucidated.

• Third, the sociological basis of policy implications for organizations, the public, 
and agents of social control is not yet developed.

• Finally, there is a broader theoretical background [9].

These different approaches are important arguments that can be used to under-
stand, evaluate, and compare the dark side of organizations. Organizational theories 
and organizational behavior theories, which are shaped within the framework of 
rational human behaviors, have been deeply shaken by the dark side of organizational 
behavior, which is a reflection of irrational human behaviors [9]. This shift, which 
emerged at the baseline, needs to be handled carefully within the framework of its 
negative effects at the organizational level.

This study begins by examining the dark side of organizations and negative 
emotions among employees in the workplace. Emotions can have both positive and 
negative consequences in business. In the first systematic studies of the management 
literature, an emotion-free environment was constructed. With the devastating 
effects of the Great Depression, which emerged in the continuation of globalization 
and industrialization, the ignoring of emotions in the workplaces paid the price. After 
this initial shock was over, the intellectual movement sought to examine and explain 
emotions. Emotions have been classified by scientists in various ways, positive and 
negative. Thus, possible causes and consequences of positive and negative emotions 
were tried to be defined. Studies have proven that the psychological burden of nega-
tive emotions and events is at a higher level than expected. From this point of view, 
the organization in the background of the dark side of organizational behavior will 
be evaluated within the framework of theories, relations with variables, and solution 
proposals.

2. The dark side of organizational behavior

Throughout history, darkness and light have been used as metaphors to describe 
the conditions people live in, their state of consciousness, their deepest instinctual 
impulses, and the border between life and death. It is very ironic that this metaphor 
is being used today as a “dark side” metaphor to describe problems that are over-
looked, suppressed, or ignored in the field of organization, along with traditional 
management studies. Organizations define the external economic environment as the 
source of emerging problems. What is overlooked here is the consequences of human 



Organizational Behavior – Negative Aspects

10

behavior in organizations. From this point of view, it has enabled the redefinition 
of negative elements in mainstream organizational theory and behavior as external 
or externally driven. In the last two decades, it has been understood that the dark 
side has ceased to be an external phenomenon that affects organizational action, but 
rather defines the dark side within the boundaries of the organization [7].

Studies on the dark side of organizational behavior have evaluated the concept 
in the axis of systematic violence and aggression in the workplace. The scope of 
these alarming behaviors, which can be considered as abnormal and deviant, has 
expanded rapidly and gathered under the umbrella of dark side. This trend-oriented 
study by Griffin and O’Leary-Kelly [7] has been a turning point for behaviors that are 
expressed as the dark side of organizational behavior. This study focuses on func-
tional or dysfunctional ambiguous and motivated behaviors that contribute to people 
and organizational processes [12]. Violence in the workplace, which is the mainstay 
of this perspective, includes concepts such as stress, aggression, sexual harassment, 
sexual discrimination, local violence that also affects the workplace, careerism, 
breach of psychological contract, incivility, and theft. It consists of situations where 
injustices are perpetuated, and the pursuit of wealth, power, or revenge leads people 
to unethical, illegal, despicable, or reprehensible behavior [7].

Many of the behaviors belonging to the dark side are difficult to understand 
and observe. For this reason, psychology, sociology, organizational behavior and 
so on have been investigated at different levels by different disciplines. The dark 
side of organizational behavior has become an inseparable part of the field by being 
theorized and in an increasing variety at the individual, group, and organizational 
level in recent years. Studies show that a wide variety of personal relationships in the 
workplace are compatible with the dark side framework from a negative point of view, 
but they are not named as such. At this point, it is seen that negative perspectives are 
closely related to dark side frameworks and there are studies that deal with different 
interpersonal relationships in the workplace [13]. While the individual oriented struc-
tures of the studies focus on dark side of leadership [14], deviant and counterproduc-
tive behaviors in the workplace [15–18], workplace violence and aggression [19, 20], 
interpersonal [21, 22], maltreatment workplace incivility [23] are the subjects.

In studies of the dark side, Ackroyd and Thompson [24] tried to go beyond accept-
ing these behaviors as misbehaviors, deviations, or oppositional resistance while 
reclassifying the relationships between deviant behaviors that occur in various ways 
from the traditional perspective. Vaughan [1], who tries to look at the dark side of 
organizational behavior from a different perspective, states that the dark side can be 
accepted as “non-compliance with routine” and this acceptance will bring along three 
basic negative consequences called error, abuse, and destruction. However, it is stated 
that such behaviors are a result of routine systems and that it is a predictable and 
repetitive process not only in organizations but also in all social systems. However, 
dark side behaviors are influenced by environmental and organizational factors. 
Environmental factors include innovation, competition, growth factors, and imitabil-
ity, while organizational factors generally include structure, processes, and tasks. In 
addition, socio-cognitive factors should be considered in the evaluations of the dark 
side [9].

One of the studies with a different perspective is the study by Ackroyd and 
Thompson [24] in which they openly criticize mainstream organizational behavior 
approaches. Here is an individualistic understanding of rationality and the illusion of 
organizational behavior that “if something can be understood, it can be managed.” Vardi 
and Wiener’s emphasis on primarily concrete covers not only psychological analysis but 
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also sociological approaches. The point here is that organizational politics stems from 
the conflict of “unequal power and structural resources,” collectively shared and oppos-
ing interests. This point of view is considered to be somewhat sharp, even extremist, for 
organizational behavior. Management processes and workplace rationalities are not just 
top-down. Resistance to undesirable practices hides the bad behaviors that occur in the 
organization in a very different way. However, their purpose in bringing this to light is to 
complicate understanding rather than merely improving performance.

When the dark side is evaluated not only at the organizational but also at the indi-
vidual level, the acceptance that the darkness may be deeply rooted in the inner world 
of the individual can bring a different perspective to the subject. It is a reality that we 
do not want to accept the fact that repressed or hidden disturbing desires, motivations 
can lead individuals to lie, cheat, steal, bully, and even kill someone. This inner dark 
side that we try to deny is associated with organizational violence [22, 25]. The exis-
tence and impact of this institutional psychopathology has been explored especially 
since the 2002–2003 ethical crisis and the 2007–2008 financial crisis [26–29]. Griffin 
and O’Leary-Kelly [7] want to illuminate the current dilemmas of organizations with 
their work without creating a simple contrast between dark and light. This desire is to 
provide a positive contribution to the improvement of organizational functioning and 
the experience of people working within organizations.

Later on, it was concluded that “the organizational aspects typically associated with 
the bright side are also on the dark side.” In this outcome, environmental factors include 
innovation, imitability, growth factors, and the ability or strength to compete for scarce 
resources, while organizational factors broadly encompass structure, processes, and 
tasks; it also considers socio-cognitive factors. The dark side is included in the light side 
as “structural bonds” at the environmental level. Three circles are mentioned together 
with the patterns and their origins [9]. These environments emerge in characteristic 
forms at the organizational and socio-cognitive level. Accordingly, it is thought that the 
sharing of concepts among the fields of interest and at the same time the reevaluation 
of the empirical emphasis between the fields will enrich the theoretical structure of 
the dark side. On this plane, dark-side behavior may be negative, abnormal, or even 
deviant from an organizational point of view, but they do not tend to stereotype or 
stigmatize behaviors, groups, and actors, recognizing that these behaviors may appear 
normal, rational when observed from different perspectives and with different tools 
[7]. It will enable organizational action to be taken to eliminate the causes of undesir-
able behavior belonging to the dark side and improve its consequences.

According to the results obtained from the studies conducted on the dark side, 
they organize their dark side behaviors into two broad categories, those that harm 
others and those that harm the organization, and each of these is further divided into 
two subcategories.

2.1 Behaviors toward harming others and self

Behaviors in this category are primarily and directly aimed at harming oneself or 
others. We can express these as two subheadings [7].

a. Toward Others

• Psychological Violence (Verbal/Verbal)

• Physical Violence
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• Sexual Harassment

• General Unsafe Work Behaviors

a. Self-Oriented:

• Alcohol and Illegal Drug Use

• Smoking

• Private Unsafe Business Behaviors

• Suicide Attempt

2.2 The dark side of harmful behavior to the organization

In this category, negative behaviors aimed primarily at harming the organiza-
tion itself are included, and harming human welfare is secondary. These are as 
follows:

a. Behaviors Causing Certain Financial Costs:

• Inappropriate absenteeism and being late for work

• Theft against organizational property or property

• Damage to organization property or property

• Violating laws, rules, and regulations

• Disruptive behaviors

b. Behaviors that do not cause definite financial costs:

• Political behavior

• Inappropriate impression management behaviors

• Violation of privacy

• Persistent poor performance

The dark side of organizational behavior is very comprehensive, and it has been 
seen in the literature that negative work behaviors are defined by various intertwined 
concepts. Gruys ([30]:40) stated in his literature review that he achieved over 250 
anti-goal work behaviors. This result is important in terms of showing that the 
concept takes place in a very wide range. In this context, behaviors that are defined as 
the dark side of organizational behavior in the organizational behavior literature and 
that have negative consequences can be grouped under some headings. Definitions of 
some of these are given below.
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Anti-Production Behaviors: These are conscious behaviors that have harmful effects 
on the organization and its members. These behaviors consist of active and passive 
actions and acts aimed at committing crimes. It includes active actions such as theft or 
aggression, and passive actions such as deliberately disobeying instructions or doing 
wrong work [31].

Mobbing: It can be defined as systematic, non-metric hostile communication by 
one or more people in the workplace against another employee [32].

Workplace Rudeness: Workplace incivility is defined as low-intensity deviant 
behavior with a goal-directed, ambiguous intention that goes against the norms 
of mutual respect in the work environment. Unpolite behavior is considered rude 
behavior that includes disrespect for others [33].

Cynical Behaviors: It is the negative attitude of the employee toward the organiza-
tion. The belief that the organization lacks integrity is characterized by negative affect 
toward the organization, and a tendency to be condescending and critical toward the 
organization consistent with this belief and affect [34].

Sexual Harassment: Any undesirable verbal, non-verbal or physical conduct of a 
sexual nature that violates or influences the dignity of a person, especially by creating 
an intimidating, hostile, humiliating, embarrassing, and offensive environment [35].

Organizational Silence: Employee silence is the deliberate concealment of meaningful 
information, suggestions, questions, and concerns that can be used for the benefit of the 
organization [36]. Employee silence has direct (deprivation of information provided by 
the employee in solving operational problems, decrease in innovation, etc.) and indirect 
(such as stress and health problems in the employee) costs to the organization [37].

Careerism: Employees use methods such as establishing good relationships, adver-
tising, and deceptive behaviors to pretend to be successful, instead of performance-
based methods for career advancement. These employees have a tendency to harm the 
organization or its members when necessary [38].

Social Loafing Behavior: Social loafing is defined as the tendency of individuals to 
exert less effort when working in groups than when working individually [39].

Cyberloafing: It is defined as the employee’s use of the internet connection of the 
institution he/she works for personal purposes during business hours and is consid-
ered as a behavior of deviation from production [40].

Revenge Behaviors: It is expressed as punishment in return for the wrong behavior 
perceived by the employee. Revenge behavior is shown among the main causes of 
aggressive behavior [41].

Gossip and Rumor: It is an informal form of communication conveyed to another 
person or persons, regardless of whether it actually exists or not. Rumor or gossip can 
have positive or negative consequences [42].

Destructive Political Behaviors: Political behavior is the use of force to influence oth-
ers in the organization, to secure personal or collective interests, or to avoid negative 
situations in the organization. While political behaviors have positive benefits for the 
organization in some cases, they also have negative consequences. For example, when 
a manager promotes a friend with lower qualifications than other candidates, this 
dysfunctional behavior will cost the organization [7].

3. Approaches to explain the dark side of organizational behavior

According to Griffin and O’Leary-Kelly [7], the dark side of organizational behav-
ior is defined as the behaviors performed by an employee or group in the organization 
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with the motivation to have negative consequences for them. The authors divide the 
motivation for the emergence of the dark side of behavior into two. The first is the 
desire for negative consequences of behavior to occur. These results are measurable 
(such as direct theft and making a non-optimal organizational decision due to an 
indirect personal situation/agenda). The second is that the individual or individuals 
have the intention or awareness to show the behavior because of the consequences 
of this behavior. In this context, it is necessary to separate simple human errors from 
such behavior. Vaughan [9] in his article on the dark side of organizations stated 
that examining the dark sides of organizations is to reveal the functional inadequacy 
of the institutional foundations of the society. He stated that his routine non-
compliance, mistake, misconduct, and inadequate behavior are not abnormal, but 
the product of complex structures and processes. He emphasized that the dark side 
of behavior is systematically produced by the interconnection between environment, 
organizations, cognition, and choice, which includes both unintentional and willing 
outcomes. The author stated that behavior is rational in situational contexts and that 
the social context can break the link between rational choice and its consequences. 
That’s why organizations he claimed that it can produce unpredictable negative (nega-
tive) results that will cause deviation from determined goals, normative standards, 
and expectations.

The term dark side is actually a relative term. Even if it means a negative deviation 
from the targeted reference point, it is important what the deviation actually means 
here. For example, resistance to change can be “negative” even for those who advocate 
change. Because if change takes place, they may lose their jobs [10, 11, 43]. Therefore, 
the dark side of anything is relative and positional. To accommodate this relativity 
it was important that the study be as comprehensive as possible. To this end, the 
literature focuses on the connections between definitions and outcomes that can often 
be seen as counter to the core values, interests, or goals of the various stakeholders in 
the organization and its environment.

As it can be understood from the definition, the complicated structure of the 
dark side of organizational behavior and the ability to direct attitudes and behaviors 
require a wide range of evaluation of the field. Different theories and approaches are 
used to explain the complex structure created by these various fields.

In the reductionist approach, positivist organizational approaches, which ratio-
nally model organizations, and therefore organizational members, in the context of 
cause-effect relationship, left the studies on the dark side of the human factor that 
can act irrationally incomplete [9]. The stated shortcoming is related to the fact that 
studies in the field of organizational behavior generally center positive employee 
behaviors. However, it is important to understand the dark side of organizational 
behavior in order to integrate and direct employees from different personality traits 
and different cultures with organizational goals.

Theories and approaches explaining the dark side of organizational behavior 
vary due to the complex nature of the concept. In the literature review, it is seen that 
social commitment, expectation, empowerment, social learning, social information 
processing, frustration-aggression, emotional events and agency theories, and causal 
reasoning and stress-loading emotion model are used to explain the dark structure of 
organizational behavior.

a. Social Learning Theory: The theory developed by Bandura, individuals who 
receive positive/positive feedback for aggressive actions learn to exhibit aggres-
sive behaviors. The theory attributes the causes of aggression to external factors 
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rather than internal factors (instinct) and states that aggression is learned 
through direct experience and imitation, as in other behaviors [44].

b. Frustration-Aggression Theory: It accepts the theory’s definition of aggression as a 
reactive behavior, not instinctive. The basic premise of the theory is the assump-
tion that when goal-directed behavior is inhibited, it will lead to aggression. The 
inhibition in question may come from the person’s environment, or it may occur 
as a result of contradictory wishes and tendencies within himself. Tendency to 
aggression is determined by the frequency and intensity of disruptive experi-
ences [45]. Fox and Spector [46] found a positive relationship between anti-
productive behaviors in organizations and organizational restraint (prevention 
of achieving personal and organizational goals).

c. Causal Reasoning Theory: The theory was developed by Martinko, Gundlach and 
Douglas [47]. They argue that counterproductive behaviors have two perspec-
tives in common. These are beliefs about how individuals evaluate the quality 
of their outcomes (justice, equality, success, or failure) and attribution and 
attribution behaviors toward the causes of their outcomes. This is a two-stage 
cognitive process. Individuals evaluate their outputs in terms of their qualities, 
by making a kind of comparison. As a result of the evaluation, they perceive the 
situation as unbalanced, unjust, or unequal. This perception includes analyzing 
the causes of the situation and referring as a result. The main focus of the model 
is on what causes the outputs to be attributed, in terms of the nature and nature 
of anti-production behavior. If the person is referring to their own internal 
characteristics (such as lack of effort) when faced with a disappointing result, 
the individual will be more likely to blame himself. As a result of this reference, 
it will not engage in anti-production work behavior. However, depending on the 
individual’s internal attribution, negative feelings about himself (shame and 
guilt) may reveal behaviors such as depression, alcohol, drug use, absenteeism, 
and poor performance. If the individual makes external references to causing 
frustration, they will be much more likely to demonstrate some of their anti-
productive behavior (aggression, violence, harassment, sabotage, theft, vandal-
ism, fraud).

d. The Stressor-Emotion Model: The model is based on the frustration-aggression 
theory. It predicts that anti-productive behavior is a response to situations that 
provoke frustration and anger. In the model, counterproductive behaviors 
begin with a situation that causes stress at work (role ambiguity, role conflict, 
workload, interpersonal conflict, organizational constraints, unfair practices, 
etc.). The individual perceives this situation as a stress factor and feels negative 
emotions (disability, anxiety, anger, etc.). These negative emotions are reflected 
as anti-production behavior. Stress factor is defined as an environmental situ-
ation that causes a negative emotional response in the individual. In addition, 
the model took perceived control and personality traits (trait anger and anxiety, 
narcissism, locus of control) as moderator/mediator variables. It has been stated 
that these mediator/regulatory variables have important contributions in demon-
strating the anti-production behavior [47].

As can be seen, the complex structure of the dark side of organizational behavior 
has been tried to be explained within the framework of different theories. However, 
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historical, sociological, psychological, and organizational studies have been system-
atically categorized in order to legitimize the theoretical framework regarding the 
dark side of organizations [7]. Similarly, a number of contemporary psychological 
studies on the dark side of organizational behavior have been brought together. In 
light of these studies, international trade [48] and social capital [49, 50] are among 
the external issues related to the dark side of organizational behavior. Other studies 
have been conducted on the dark side of management excellence [51], leadership [52], 
entrepreneurship [53–56], management decisions [50, 57, 58]. Some of these stud-
ies focused on executive psychology [59–61] and leadership [14, 62, 63]. However, 
Linstead, Maréchal, Griffin [64], and Bella, King, Kailin [65] have made method-
ological contributions to revealing the dark side.

4. Antecedents of the dark side of organizational behavior

Many factors are effective in the negative attitudes and behaviors of employees 
in organizations. In this context, it is possible to categorize the antecedents of dark 
behavior in terms of personal characteristics and situational factors (organizational, 
social, and interpersonal factors). When the literature is examined, it has been 
revealed that employees with anger and anxiety orientation, revenge-oriented 
attitude, negative affect, low self-control, tendency to bad intentions, negative past 
experience, narcissistic, psychopathic, Machiavellian personality traits have a higher 
tendency to exhibit negative organizational behavior [66–68]. The sub-dimensions 
of the concept, which is defined as the dark triad in the organizational behavior 
literature, are grouped as Machiavellian, narcissistic, and psychopathic personality 
traits. In the meta-analysis study conducted to reveal the relationships between these 
personality traits and job performance and anti-production behavior. It has been 
found that employees with these three personality traits have high anti-production 
behavior and low job performance [68]. Similarly, Bushman [69] revealed that high 
self-esteem and high narcissism produce the highest level of aggression. In another 
study evaluating the relationship between organizational deviant behaviors and 
demographic variables, it was determined that generally male, single, young, newly 
employed, part-time workers, lower education level, and those working in low paid 
positions were more prone to organizational deviance behaviors [67, 70]. It is thought 
that individuals who exhibit dark behavior in organizations have some common 
characteristics. However, studies have shown that this is not true and the strong roles 
of contextual factors. It can be said that some personality traits make individuals 
more reactive, and individuals with this trait are more success-oriented in a certain 
organizational environment [71, 72].

The organizational factors that are generally effective in the emergence of 
negative organizational behaviors include perceived injustice, inequality, role 
ambiguity, role conflict, high workload, low autonomy, low job autonomy, lack 
of job security, interpersonal conflict, organizational constraints, organizational 
structure, organizational culture and climate, organizational policy and processes, 
leadership style, working conditions, wage, promotion, and career opportunities 
[71, 73, 74]. 

Therefore, the situations that cause the perception of stress and frustration in the 
organization, together with other variables, may be a factor in the negative behavior 
of the employees toward the organization. In this context, they are listed below for a 
more concrete understanding of the subject.
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The perception of injustice, which is one of the antecedents of the dark side of 
organizations, is important in terms of organizational results. Employees who per-
ceive that they are exposed to injustice and unequal treatment by their organizations 
will want to eliminate this injustice. These reactions of employees generally reflect 
to third parties outside the employer-employee relationship (colleagues, customers, 
shareholders, general public), and over time, employees begin to behave reactively 
[75]. For this reason, while the focus of organizational justice research is organiza-
tional outcomes, contemporary studies seem to focus on employee responses, the dark 
side of injustice [76]. When employees are faced with injustice, their commitment 
decreases, their absenteeism increases, and their desire to quit their job arises. This 
situation can reach dimensions that can harm the organization with the decrease in 
performance. The perception of injustice also triggers the aggression behaviors of 
the employees with the feeling of revenge, and in a way, it is the response given to the 
organization against injustice through behaviors such as sabotage, opposing the busi-
ness rules, and theft [77]. Apart from this, employees may show a tendency to rebuild 
justice by themselves in order to eliminate the perception of injustice. Accordingly, 
the tendency to show negative behaviors such as revenge, theft, and idleness increases 
[78, 79]. At the same time, injustice triggers organizational cynicism. While there is 
a negative relationship between organizational justice and cynical attitudes [79–81], 
he states that employees’ perceptions of injustice increase cynical feelings. It is one 
of the results of the study by Bateman, Sakono, and Fujita [82] that employees with a 
perception of unfairness are bored, skeptical, and insecure. Similarly, James [81] and 
Anderson [83] reveal in their study that organizational cynicism attitudes increase 
as the organizational justice perception of employees decreases. Organizational 
cynicism is a common way of expressing dissatisfaction toward their organization 
[84–86] and they stated that cynics harbor skepticism toward the organization and 
display frustration, dissatisfaction, and hatred toward the organization. In addi-
tion, academics stated that organizational cynicism is a situation variable and that 
organizational practices and policies can affect the attitudes of employees. According 
to cognitive behavioral theory and social exchange theory, employees’ negative 
perceptions of the organization will produce corresponding coping behaviors. Based 
on the principle of reciprocity, a hostile exchange of resources is not conducive to the 
relationship between members of the organization. For example, these attitudes may 
affect turnover intention and organizational commitment. As a result, organizational 
cynicism is detrimental to organizational performance and achievement of goals [87]. 
However, injustice is a factor that can be effective in the silence of employees. If the 
employees have the perception that the decision-making mechanisms and practices 
in the organization are fair, this perception is a motivating factor for the employees 
to eliminate the silence [88]. Studies conducted in this context are of a nature that 
reveals the existence of a relationship between silence and organizational justice 
[89–91]. In addition, Pinder [92] found in his study that employees became silent as a 
reaction against organizational injustice, and silence emerged as a resistance against 
injustice. However, the results of the research on silence reveal that the perception 
of  high justice distracts the employees from the silence behavior [93]. Fair behavior 
of the management within the framework of ethical and moral principles will reduce 
the level of personal fears of the employees and will encourage them to talk about the 
problems in the organization.

However, there is a positive relationship between workplace incivility, which is 
the violation of the norm of mutual respect, avoidance orientation, and organiza-
tional climate [75]. When evaluating the subject within the framework of social and 
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interpersonal factors, various elements such as stress and anxiety, resulting from 
factors like a lack of control, uncertain work conditions, economic conditions, family 
problems, alcohol and drug use, and social status, contribute to the emergence of 
dark behaviors [70, 73, 94, 95].

5. Consequences of the dark side of behavior in organizations

The dark side of behavior leads to violent behavior in the workplace. This violence 
can be psychological as well as physical violence in some cases. These can range from 
simple arguments to killing a colleague. The fact that violence caused by dark side 
behavior accounts for 10% of workplace deaths in the United States (2004) reveals the 
gravity of the situation. It is stated that the number of American workers exposed to 
physical movement such as hitting, pushing ect. is more than 2 million per year [96].

Negative consequences of dark behavior can be analyzed at three different levels: 
individual, organizational, and societal. In addition, as mentioned before, every 
behavior that affects the employee also affects the organization. Negative effects 
of dark behaviors on the employee; loss of motivation, decrease in performance, 
decrease in creativity, decrease in self-esteem, depression, irritability, anxiety, 
negative thoughts, burnout, excessive anger and stress [72]. This situation can cause 
physical and psychological diseases, smoking, alcohol and drug abuse, occupational 
accidents, disability, and suicides in employees [97]. Studies have found that there 
are serious deteriorations in the health of employees who are exposed to violence 
in the workplace caused by the dark side of organizational behavior. In addition, 
sleep disorders, musculoskeletal complaints, and post-traumatic stress disorder are 
observed [72].

Studies reveal that there are serious deteriorations1 in the health of employees who 
are exposed to workplace violence caused by the dark side of organizational, behavior. 
However, sleep disorders, musculoskeletal complaints, and post-traumatic stress 
disorder are seen [72]. It has been determined that the level of stress seen in those 
exposed to violence in the workplace is higher than the level of post-traumatic stress 
seen in recently divorced, war zone personnel, etc. [34, 98]. One of the important 
consequences of violence in business life is employee burnout. Burnout, which can be 
expressed as “the depletion of mental and physical energy in the individual,” affects 
not only his work life but also his whole life negatively by depersonalizing the indi-
vidual physically and spiritually [99].

The dark side of organizational behavior causes negative results in employee 
relations, work order and work environment in the near and far periods of organiza-
tions. From an organizational point of view, it has direct and indirect effects. The 
direct costs include absenteeism and turnover, accidents, diseases, disabilities, death, 
and the development of safety systems. On the other hand, indirect costs are equally 
important and can lead to decrease in productivity, deterioration in product quality, 
loss of image in the institution, decrease in the number of customers, decrease in the 
actions that are beneficial to the organization such as organizational commitment, 
creativity, and organizational citizenship behaviors of the employees. Therefore, 
the effectiveness and efficiency of the organization is negatively affected [100, 101]. 
The negative effects of dark behavior on society include economic losses and socio-
cultural effects such as increase in health expenses, loss of workforce, and disability. 
It has been revealed that negative behaviors in the workplace not only affect the 
physical and psychological health of employees, but also negatively affect family life 
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and quality of life by creating work-family conflict. In this context, it can be said that 
the relational context of bad behavior in the workplace exceeds the boundaries of the 
organization and negatively affects the whole society [72].

Clarifying this dilemma that organizations are in will increase the organizational 
functionality and positive contributions of employees to the organization. At the 
same time, identifying and eliminating the causes of dark side behaviors is important 
in terms of carrying out organizational actions and improving results. Organizations 
today operate in an unpredictable and complex environment. This unpredictability 
and complexity constantly affects the employment relationship between the organi-
zation and employees, along with organizational changes. This situation negatively 
affects the attitudes and behaviors of employees, which is one of the important 
factors in achieving organizational success. Negative attitudes and behaviors of 
employees who are active in organizational success not only decrease organizational 
performance, but also cause reform resistance and harm the development of the 
organization.

© 2023 The Author(s). Licensee IntechOpen. This chapter is distributed under the terms of 
the Creative Commons Attribution License (http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/3.0), 
which permits unrestricted use, distribution, and reproduction in any medium, provided 
the original work is properly cited. 
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Chapter 3

Perspective Chapter: The Dark 
Triad in the Organization – A 
Review of the Evidence and Future 
Recommendations
Olga Lainidi, Vilma Chalili, Ilias Maliousis, Maria Spiliou, 
Eva Tzioti, Panagiota Koutsimani and Anthony Montgomery

Abstract

Individuals who score high on dark personality assessments are found in managerial 
positions and are more likely to get promoted. Congruently, abusive and toxic leadership 
is still tolerated in most industries; and many aspects of toxic organizational culture are 
maintained over time and interventions (e.g., bullying, employee silence). There is a gap 
in our understanding of how positive and negative elements of individuals interact in 
the workplaces. We review the existing evidence on how dark personality traits might 
be linked with positive and negative aspects of work-life and whether this evidence can 
help us answer the question how do dark personality traits help individuals get ahead at 
work? Finally, we propose implications for practice and directions for future research.

Keywords: dark personality traits, abusive supervision, organizational well-being, 
toxic leadership, empathy

1. Introduction

Over the past 25 years, organizational psychology has witnessed a renewed focus 
on concepts and ideas associated with positive psychology, as well as on what can 
make work environments better and work more efficient [1]. Identifying ways to make 
things better is certainly important and has contributed to the improvement of both 
the field and the quality of work environments in most professions and industries. 
However, the rush to incorporate more positive elements in research (e.g., job engage-
ment, positive psychological capital) should not result in less attention to the robust 
negative work experiences that influence a range of organizational outcomes. In terms 
of organizational behavior, for example, the interest in employee voice behaviors—the 
genuine expression of concerns, ideas and thoughts to persons capable of effecting 
change [2]—preceded that of employee silence [2]. A brief search of the key terms 
“employee silence” and “employee voice” on some of the main research databases is 
indicative of the differences in how long the productive (voice) and unproductive 
(silence) aspects of speaking-up have been studied: the Core Collection of the Web of 
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Science yielded results for “employee silence” dated from 2003 until 2023, while for 
“Employee Voice” from 1972 until 2023. In terms of the body of research, the same 
database shows that although the number of results has steadily increased over the 
past 20 years, “employee silence” has yet to catch-up with “employee voice”, and for 
example, for 2022 and 2021, 53 and 43 results were identified for “employee silence”; at 
the same time, 177 and 182 results were identified for “employee voice”, respectively.

While positive leadership behaviors and supportive organizational cultures can 
significantly contribute to motivating productive behaviors at work, it would be 
unwise not to give equal attention to what motivates and maintains counterproductive 
work behaviors, toxic work environments and abusive leadership. From a practi-
cal point of view, interventions aimed at tackling problems in the workplace via 
strengthening “positive” aspects of work or the individual (e.g. mindfulness-based 
interventions for burnout) [3] have not yielded strong and/or long-lasting effects. 
However, it is not clear whether—to some extent—this happens due to the limita-
tions of asymmetrical research and its inability to properly reflect the realities of 
both positive and negative dynamics. It is probably safe to assume that there are also 
significant knowledge gaps regarding the mechanisms that enable and maintain nega-
tive, counterproductive work behaviors that, actually contribute positively to both 
individual and organizational performance. As noted by Robert Hare, “If I wasn’t 
studying psychopaths in prison, I’d do it in the stock exchange” [4].

Personality might be one of the most researched constructs in psychology, and more 
specifically, in organizational psychology, the research on the relationship between 
personality traits and several work and organization-related concepts is considerable. 
Personality traits have been examined in various ways, such as predicting variables [5], 
moderators [6, 7], and mediators [8]. More recently work-related models have been 
developed, suggesting that personality can also be influenced by work factors (e.g., 
Demands-Affordances Transactional “DATA” model) [9]. According to Heller et al. 
[10], when discussing personality with regard to work, approaches like the person-by-
situation interaction approach to personality [11] and the role personality approach 
[12] can allow us to understand both the stability and variation of personality traits 
across situations and time. Further focusing on dark personality, the aforementioned 
approaches can be further enriched by introducing a functionalist approach to person-
ality traits, which allows looking into the motives (e.g. goals or values), abilities (e.g. 
cognitive and psychological capacities) and perceptions (e.g. understandings of how 
the world works) [13]. In the field of organizational psychology, the dark personality 
traits—such as narcissism, Machiavellianism and psychopathy— have recently received 
increasing attention with respect to their diverse associations with work-related 
outcomes such as burnout [14, 15], elevated turnover rates [16], abusive leadership 
[17–19], employee silence [20], work-related motivation [21], resilience [22, 23], 
reduced job satisfaction [24], workplace behavior and organizational performance [25]. 
This chapter will review the existing evidence on how these dark traits are encountered 
and expressed in the workplace and propose directions for future research.

2. Dark personality traits and dark personalities

2.1 The dark triad and the dark tetrad

The first to coin the term “dark triad” were Paulhus and Williams [26] in an effort 
to link the personality traits of narcissism, Machiavellianism and psychopathy. 
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Callousness, manipulativeness and disagreeableness lie at the core of these three 
personality traits [27]. The dark triad (DT) is a structure of three theoretically 
distinct (though empirically overlapping) personality characteristics (psychopathy, 
Machiavellianism and narcissism) that are largely characterized by interpersonal 
maladaptation [28, 29] and fall under the umbrella of antagonism [30]. Psychopathy, 
as part of the DT, is characterized by a lack of conscience and guilt [31, 32], as well as 
uncooperative behavior in a variety of social situations [33, 34], and it has been sug-
gested that lower levels of cooperativeness pay higher rewards for individuals scoring 
higher in psychopathy [35]. The second trait of the DT, Machiavellianism, is a psycho-
logical notion that was developed approximately between 1954 and 1955 and has been 
identified as the core of manipulation with four main characteristics: lack of emo-
tional affection within interpersonal relationships, lack of interest in conventional 
morality, lack of psychopathology awareness and lack of ideological commitment 
[36]. The third trait of the DT is narcissism, a term first used by Havelock Ellis [37] to 
describe a clinical condition of auto-eroticism. Narcissism is a relatively constant dif-
ferentiation of human personality characterized mainly by a sense of magnificence, 
overrated sensation of beauty and falsified views of oneself, extending to individual, 
interpersonal relationships and self-regulation strategies, as well as self-enhancement 
and social dominance [38, 39]. The DT (narcissism, Machiavellianism and psychopa-
thy) has been recently expanded to include subclinical sadism [40, 41], leading to the 
development of the dark tetrad. Higher scores in sadism are linked to hurting others 
verbally, physically and psychologically and deriving pleasure from these actions [42].

The DT is sometimes discussed as the polar opposite of the so-called “Light Triad”, 
which includes Kantianism (treating people as means to themselves—the opposite of 
Machiavellianism), Humanism (valuing the dignity and worth of each individual) and 
Faith in Humanity (believing in the fundamental goodness of humans) [43]. Moreover, 
the Honesty-Humility (HH) trait from the HEXACO personality inventory has also 
been added to the polar opposites of the DT with significant, high negative correlations 
between the two [30]. HH is associated with adjectives such as fair, generous and mod-
est while being opposed to adjectives such as dishonest, unfair, greedy and boastful 
[44, 45]—all of which could describe DT traits—and is considered to be associated 
with altruism and/or cooperation via a reluctance to exploit others even when one 
could get away with doing it [46]. Differences in HH are associated with individual 
differences in the tendency to be authentic at the interpersonal level, to avoid deception 
and corruption, to not care about social status and wealth, to be humble and modest 
and to be willing to give up personal gain for collective benefit [46, 47].

In order to better understand the relationship between dark personality traits and 
work/organization-related outcomes, it is essential to take into account what is known 
about the “nature” of the so-called dark traits and “dark behaviors”—especially given 
that such behaviors can often be detected in leadership positions, constituting risk 
factors for both the well-being of employees and the organization as a whole [48]. 
While there are arguments supporting that some work-related behaviors are role-
specific and not indicative of the person’s personality traits, research evidence also 
shows that, for example, adopting a callous and manipulative attitude at work can 
also be a state of mind far beyond a role-restricted behavior. For example, Jonason & 
Zeigler-Hill [49] found that Machiavellianism and psychopathy were negatively asso-
ciated with the desire to develop or maintain interpersonal relationships. Behaviors 
and attitudes that entail deprioritizing good relationships with others or an increased 
desire for status with complete disregard for others are potentially rooted in the 
primary experiences of social-ecological environments that reinforced individualistic 
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self-preservation over collective prosperity—meaning that such behaviours and 
attitudes have been integrated over time in the “repertoire” of patterns that can be 
described as a person’s personality, in this case, a dark personality.

From an evolutionary psychology perspective, humans, as social animals, have 
developed motives that serve their fundamental needs, including self-preservation, 
mate-seeking, status and kin care [50]. According to Jonason et al. [51], these social 
motives are sensitive to early experiences, especially stressful and unpredictable 
ones [52]. For example, experiences of unpredictability during childhood have been 
positively associated with higher levels of dark personality traits and status-seeking, 
while childhood resource availability has been negatively associated with the same 
traits [49]. These findings suggest the possibility of a “continuity” in the way the 
dark traits are developed and reinforced by the external environment. Moreover, if 
experienced as effective coping strategies for self-preservation and success, these 
behaviors and attitudes can be transferred to the work environment especially when 
found in organizational cultures where the focus on status overpowers the importance 
of interpersonal relationships. Thus, the interplay between work environments and 
dark personalities can be moderated and/or mediated by individual factors related to 
non-work and potentially to early life experiences as well.

2.2 Lack of empathy as the (missing) link across dark personality traits

One of the most agreed principles in the literature of dark personalities is the shared 
lack of empathy across the dark traits, which can also be expressed as a lack of concern for 
other people’s welfare and/or a propensity to take advantage of them [53–56]. According 
to Wispé [57], empathy is conceptualized as the deliberate effort to consider others’ emo-
tions, and comprehend their ideas and perspectives to achieve interpersonal reciprocity. 
It is a vital and universal skill that is significant for co-existing in societies and moral 
development. Walker and Alligood [58] have suggested distinguishing between emo-
tional (affective) and cognitive empathy. The latter is viewed as a taught skill, whereas 
the former is thought to be an intrinsic ability [58]; it is the lack of emotional empathy 
that is probably at the core of the dark personalities, as a large body of research has shown 
a systematic negative correlation between the dark personality traits and emotional 
empathy [59, 60]. A study by Turner et al. [61] suggested that the lowest levels of emo-
tional empathy were identified among people with high levels of psychopathy, followed 
by those with higher levels of Machiavellianism and then narcissism. Interestingly—with 
the exception of psychopathy—this relationship was negative for emotional empathy 
with narcissism and Machiavellianism but positive for cognitive empathy with the same 
two traits. Furthermore, research indicated that those with greater levels of narcissism 
and Machiavellianism have the most robust cognitive empathy skill sets [61, 62]—which 
suggests that the ability to cognitively “put oneself in someone else’s shoes” is probably 
distinct from the ability to emotionally relate to how someone else is feeling in a particular 
situation. High levels of cognitive empathy among individuals high in Machiavellianism 
and/or narcissism could potentially help explain what has often been described as an 
ability to emotionally manipulate others. Such manipulation is achieved by recognizing 
and understanding (cognitively) other’s emotions and utilizing this to gain an advantage. 
Psychopathy, on the other hand, was not related to cognitive empathy, which may imply 
that those with high levels of psychopathy could be employing force or other manipula-
tive techniques that rely less on cognitive empathy.

Recently, a novel psychological construct characterized by high empathy and 
dark traits has been proposed, the “dark empath” [63]. The term dark empath can be 
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used to describe potentially “hidden” dark personalities, referring to individuals that 
are perceived as charming, who approach other people with warmth and attitudes 
that suggest care and concern; however, the aims are individualistic, and often the 
outcome is negative. The construct of the dark empath [63] could be used as an 
example of the combination between high cognitive empathy skills and high levels of 
Machiavellianism; this could be reminiscent of the well-known adage “the ends justify 
the means”. Unlike emotional empathy, which is characterized by an innate desire to 
soothe the other person, in the case of the dark empath, there is no pleasure in helping 
other people; what matters is their personal goals that usually include achieving 
power and power assertion. We can imagine the aspect of learned (cognitive) empa-
thy by people falling under the Dark Triad umbrella as an additional, dangerous and 
powerful tool used to achieve manipulation with precision. However, because these 
toxic behaviors and intentions are masked under the externally expressed cognitive 
empathy, it is hard to identify potentially “dangerous” individuals generally—but 
more specifically in the workplace.

3. Dark traits in the workplace: more complex than it seems?

3.1 Placing the dark traits in the workplace: OCB and WCB

Organizational citizenship behavior (OCB) can be used as a useful framework to 
better understand dark personality traits in the workplace. OCB describes a work-
ing environment where employees are internally motivated to go beyond duty and 
contribute to the organization without expecting a specific formal reward [63]. This 
type of engagement has been related to organizational benefits, such as increased job 
performance, less absenteeism and better organizational productivity [64]. On the 
other side of the scale lies counterproductive work behavior (CWB), which refers to 
behaviors that harm or intend to harm an organization or its employees [65].

According to Bennett and Robinson [66], CWB, or workplace deviance, a volun-
tary behavior intended to harm the organization and its members. These behaviors 
include sabotage, theft, or absenteeism and incivility, gossip or bullying (intended 
to hurt the organization’s members). Research evidence has shown a positive and 
significant relationship between all dark traits and CWB in general [67, 68].

While dark personality traits have been found to be positively correlated with 
negative workplace behaviors [25], personality traits such as conscientiousness and 
agreeableness have been negatively correlated with CWB [69, 70] and positively 
correlated with OCB [71]. Thus, in an organizational context, the traits that comprise 
the dark triad and Tetrad are linked to CWB and antisocial tendencies in diverse 
work contexts. This highlights the urgency to review and further investigate the dark 
personality traits in the workplace, especially when considering people in leadership 
positions. It is also crucial to go one step back and explore the motives behind such 
behaviors, as these motives could constitute significant obstacles to well-being, job 
engagement and better performance in the workplace.

The risk of developing toxic work environments becomes greater when individuals 
scoring high on the dark personality traits are located in leadership positions, as the 
previously described motives and personal agendas have a huge toll on the employees’ 
well-being. However, the alignment between the “job description” of a leadership 
position and the power motive that characterizes the dark personalities means that 
the probability of individuals with strong dark traits ending up in leadership role 
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is—in many industries—high. McClelland [71] defined power motive as the desire to 
feel strong and make an impact on others, with the latter sustaining reputation and 
increasing prestige. Schattke & Marion-Jetten [72] suggest that power is an important 
motivator at work, and it is not necessarily attractive only to those scoring high on 
dark traits. However, it would be probably safe to hypothesize that higher levels of 
Machiavellianism, for example, would be correlated with greater efforts to achieve 
power, and often this means willingness to do “whatever it takes”.

A strong desire for power and the need to dominate others play a significant role 
in dark leadership [48]. Suessenbach et al. [73] introduced a taxonomy of reasons 
for power desire. This derives from the assumption that individuals on the top of the 
social hierarchy obtain their power from three different sources: dominance, prestige 
and leadership. More specifically, dominance is based on forcing others to do some-
thing, and individuals with high motive for dominance force their will onto others 
by coercion and intimidation [73]. Prestige refers to the desire to seek admiration 
and respect while being on the top of the social hierarchy, and individuals with high 
motive for prestige seek voluntary deference through demonstrating their skills and 
knowledge. Leadership describes the situation in which someone takes responsibility 
for a group and directs its members towards a common goal. That position is obtained 
neither by force nor voluntary deference, but rather when the need for coordinating 
arises; individuals who enjoy directing others will try to acquire the leadership role 
[73]. However, the line between dominance and leadership seems to be very thin when 
it comes to dark personality traits, as an increased need for power and status might 
lead to counterproductive work behaviors and create a toxic environment for the rest 
of the employees. In fact, Schattke and Marion-Jetten [72] found that dominance was 
strongly associated with Machiavellianism while prestige was significantly related to 
narcissism. Furthermore, dominance predicted higher CWB, whereas leadership best 
predicted OCB. This could also help explain why narcissism—although included in 
the dark triad—is not always a “dark trait”, with empirical evidence suggesting that 
when combined with high self-esteem narcissism is positively related to altruistic 
behaviour and intrinsic motivation for moral behaviour [74] and could also lead to 
“self-harming” altruistic behaviour, which has also been referred to as “pathological 
altruism” [75] or “extreme altruism” [76].

3.2  Dark traits and the well-being of colleagues, subordinates and/or supervisors: 
links with malevolent creativity

In the presence of dark personality traits in the workplace, apart from the 
employees’ well-being and performance that might be affected, the organization is 
also at great risk for disloyalty and corruption. According to Harms et al. [77], dark 
personality traits are associated with antisocial and noxious interpersonal behaviors 
that could be used to predict inside threat behaviors. Moreover, both psychopathy and 
Machiavellianism predicted higher corruption intention [78], while narcissism was 
found to be unrelated to such outcomes. A longitudinal study by Nevicka et al. [79] 
showed that employees who interacted with leaders high on narcissistic traits encoun-
tered more toxic behaviors and regarded them as less effective in leadership.

Workplace bullying is conceptualized as a form of interpersonal misconduct in the 
workplace that involves repeated demeaning or destructive behaviors towards other 
organizational members [80]. Workplace bullying can be disruptive as it can cause 
psychological and physiological damage to the victims and negative work-related out-
comes, such as job dissatisfaction and absenteeism [81]. Empirical evidence suggests 
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that individuals with high levels of narcissism are more likely to use workplace bully-
ing as a form of revenge when they do not get what they think they deserve [82]. This 
retaliation can take the form of spreading false rumors, social undermining, sabotage, 
bullying or harassment [82, 83].

Interestingly, the presence of narcissistic and psychopathic attributes in leaders 
has also been linked to workplace bullying, albeit indirectly, meaning that this group 
of leaders provides a suitable environment for the development and maintenance of 
workplace bullying [[84, 85] as cited in [86]]; thus, creating a toxic culture for the 
employees where disrespect, incivilities, and damage are tolerated or even indirectly 
rewarded. Machiavellianism and sadism have also been linked to workplace bullying, 
but the connection of the latter still remains primarily on a theoretical level with 
scarce research [[87] as cited in [86, 88, 89]]. Some evidence on sadism in connection 
to workplace bullying comes from Fernández-del-Río et al. [90], who found that all 
dark traits were related to workplace bullying, but sadism was the strongest predic-
tor. This is in line with the conceptualization of sadists as people who derive pleasure 
from hurting others.

The dark traits have also been linked to workplace incivility [84, 91]. Incivility, 
according to Leiter et al. [92], is defined as rude or discourteous behaviors with 
somewhat ambiguous intent. Meier and Semmer [91] found that narcissism predicted 
incivility towards supervisors and coworkers. As narcissism is characterized by gran-
diosity, exhibitionism, and arrogance [83], rude behaviors towards supervisors can be 
explained by feelings of superiority and self-righteousness, meaning that they deserve 
the leadership position more than their supervisors. In relation to psychopathy, Boddy 
[84] found that high prevalence of psychopathy in a corporate setting was linked to 
increased rude behaviors, while Gebben et al. [93] provided some support for the 
positive links between sadism and uncivil behaviors in the workplace.

One interesting link between dark traits and CWB is malevolent creativity. 
Malevolent creativity can be defined as “creativity that is deliberately planned to 
damage others” (p. 106) [94]. In the workplace, malevolent creativity can range from 
gossip, lying, and cheating to verbal and physical abuse and fraud [95]. Kapoor and 
Kaufman [96] found that lower concerns for authority, loyalty, purity (binding moral 
foundations) and lower regard for care and fairness (individualizing moral founda-
tions) predicted malevolent creativity. Congruently, the relationship between lower 
concerns for moral foundations and malevolent creativity was mediated by higher 
dark traits. For example, high narcissism allows individuals to engage in toxic and 
immoral behavior due to the antagonistic aspects that define this trait [67]. However, 
if we also consider that high levels of narcissism make it more likely to excel in certain 
tasks due to its adaptability [97], creativity can take the form of blame-shifting, gas-
lighting and revenge. For example, using any means necessary and, if needed, increas-
ing levels of malevolent creativity to get what they think they deserve can be common 
behaviors that contribute to a hostile work environment with negative psychological 
and emotional consequences for coworkers, supervisors and/or subordinates.

Much less research has been published concerning psychopathy and malevolent 
creativity, but given the egocentricity that permeates psychopathy and characterizes 
psychopathic behavior, a link between psychopathy and malevolent creativity can 
be hypothesized. Higher levels of aggression are common among people with high 
levels of psychopathy (e.g. the “Corporate Psychopath”), as are immoral behavior 
and malevolent thinking [98], and, combined with the high levels of deception 
and lying [99], psychopathy could lead to greater levels of malevolent creativity. 
However, research has also challenged the idea that psychopaths are better at lying 
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and deceiving [100, 101], thus making it difficult to draw direct conclusions between 
psychopathy and malevolent creativity. On the other hand, there is support for a posi-
tive relationship between psychopathy and malevolent divergent thinking that could 
be attributed to the hypothesis that certain personality characteristics predispose 
individuals to certain actions [102, 103].

Malevolent creativity is also more common among individuals with a 
“Machiavellian” profile [104, 105]. Examples of malevolent creativity, include gen-
erating lies, daydreaming about hurting people, planning pranks and the willingness 
to commit fraud [23, 106, 107]. Lastly, bullying and sensation-seeking appear to be 
the most common expression of malevolent creativity among individuals with high 
levels of sadism [40, 108]. The first includes threats of violence, the use of fear tactics, 
trolling, cyberstalking and doxing [95, 109], while the latter refers to the tendency to 
pursue new and different sensations, feelings and experiences, often at the expense of 
other people, with significant risks for the well-being of an organization.

3.3 The case of “corporate psychopathy”

Psychopathy is a term identified in clinical psychopathology which refers to a 
pattern of behaviors identified under the antisocial personality disorder (ASPD) in 
DSM-5 [110], classified with two severe personality disorders—Borderline (BPD) and 
Narcissistic (NPD) personality disorder. Psychopathy has been defined as “a mental 
disorder roughly equivalent to antisocial personality disorder, but with an emphasis 
on affective and interpersonal traits such as superficial charm, pathological lying, ego-
centricity, lack of remorse, and callousness” [111]. ASPD is described as a personality 
disorder characterized by a rigidly dysfunctional thought process with a significant 
focus on “social irresponsibility” or even “social injustice”, combined with delinquent, 
exploitive and criminal behaviors. The lack of remorse is at the core of the disorder, 
even in cases of severe criminal activity with potential physical and mental harm to 
others. According to the DSM-5 [110], diagnostic criteria for ASPD include a pervasive 
pattern of disregard and violation of the rights of others, with significant impairments 
in self-functioning and interpersonal functioning, while pathological personality 
traits should be identified in the domains of Antagonism and Disinhibition.

The term “Corporate Psychopathy” has been directly associated with the notion 
of “dark personality” and its related traits [112]. Individuals who fall under the 
“Corporate Psychopathy” label work in corporations and other business organizations 
and have been often described as careerists, charming, manipulative, cunning and 
opportunistic but with fast-track careers in business organizations [112]. Corporate 
Psychopathy fulfills “Antagonism” and “Disinhibition” criteria of psychopathy by 
exhibiting manipulativeness, deceitfulness, callousness and hostility (for Antagonism) 
and irresponsibility, impulsivity and risk-taking (for Disinhibition); characteristics 
that are reflective of what could be described as dishonest and immoral behavior. It 
is crucial to underline that Corporate Psychopathy pertains to behaviors displayed in 
the work context, whereas ASPD involves impairments in personality functioning 
and trait expression, that remain relatively stable across time. In essence, Corporate 
Psychopathy is associated with an individual’s role-based personality, while ASPD is 
linked to their overall/global personality and situations. A relevant question worth 
exploring is, what underlying mechanism might contribute to these types of behaviors.

To better understand the potential mechanisms, the cognitive toolbox of 
“Corporate Psychopathy”, and, more specifically, the role of cognitive control, could be 
a useful pathway. Cognitive control refers to one’s ability to guide their own behavior, 
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thoughts and emotions [113]. Although a matter of a long-lasting and still ongoing 
debate, limited cognitive control [114, 115] is suggested to have an inverse relation-
ship with dishonesty. The cognitive control network is comprised of three brain areas: 
(1) anterior cingulate cortex, (2) ventrolateral prefrontal cortex and (3) dorsolateral 
prefrontal cortex. Activity in the cognitive control neural network (as shown by fMRI 
studies) has been related to hindering automated selfish impulses [116]. Interestingly, 
a study with incarcerated individuals in the highest percentiles of psychopathy (often 
referred to as “psychopaths”) revealed diminished activity of the cognitive control 
network when faced with an opportunity to exhibit dishonest behavior [117], suggest-
ing that dishonesty may result from a lack of inhibition due to reduced activity of the 
cognitive control brain network. Similarly, disruption in this network has been linked 
to selfish impulses [118]. To our knowledge, the literature on the neurobiological sub-
strates of “Corporate Psychopathy” is rather limited; however, the results on psychopa-
thy, impulsivity and selfishness suggest that certain neurobiological substrates underly 
dishonest behavior. Thus, we should keep in mind the neurobiological mechanisms 
when exploring the role of personality traits in behavior. The neuronal networks that 
form the basis of personality can lead us towards a better understanding of explicit 
behavior and can provide further and valuable information on how these mechanisms 
can be altered in relation to one’s environment, such as the working environment. 
Indeed, the importance of these neural networks becomes apparent when we consider 
the interplays between brain functioning and environmental circumstances, which 
ultimately affect the end result, that is, behavior; for a review, see [119].

One lay theory, based on the key tenets of evolutionary psychology, that aims to 
answer what makes a person turn (dis)honest the Will Hypothesis—where Will refers 
to the willpower needed to be honest [120]. The Will Hypothesis argues that people 
are inherently selfish and immoral and try to obtain gains (e.g. financial). In order 
for someone to be honest and moral, they need to exert cognitive control in order 
to inhibit these selfish and greedy behaviors. Evidence from cognitive psychology 
appear to corroborate the Will Hypothesis. Specifically, diminishing participants’ 
ability for cognitive control (e.g. sleep deprivation, under time pressure and anxiety) 
makes them more likely to be dishonest [121–123].

From a work-personality perspective, when Corporate Psychopaths are found in 
supervisory positions, they are expected to exhibit abusive behaviors towards their 
subordinates. Abusive supervisor behaviors have been defined as “the sustained dis-
play of hostile verbal and nonverbal behaviors, excluding physical contact” (p. 178) 
[124] from a supervisor towards their subordinate(s) and are a form of CWB [112]. 
Abusive supervisor behaviors have been associated with higher scores in psychopathy 
[112]. Examples of abusive supervisor behaviors might include manipulation tactics, 
aggression, social dominance orientation, the pursuit of self-interests no matter the 
costs, bullying behaviour, etc.; these behaviors and qualities are extremely similar 
to the main descriptors of corporate psychopathy presented earlier. Such a profile 
very often fits with descriptions of abusive supervisors, toxic leaders, tyrant leaders, 
negative leaders, etc., with a negative impact on the well-being of coworkers and 
subordinates and the organization as a whole (Figure 1).

3.4 The well-being of the dark personalities

Apart from the relationship between abusive supervision/toxic leadership and 
the dark traits—where findings seem to consistently suggest that individuals who 
score higher in the dark triad, are more likely to exhibit abusive supervision and toxic 
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leadership behaviours—research findings have highlighted that the way the dark 
traits interact with other aspects of work life, such as burnout and collaboration, is 
complex and conditional.

For example, on a neurobiological note, burnout has been associated with dimin-
ished prefrontal cortex and anterior cingulate cortex activity, that is, the cognitive 
control network; for a review, see [125]. Thus, burnout could result in more dishonest 
toxic and impulsive behaviors in those employees who fall within the spectrum of the 
dark triad, meaning that high levels of burnout can “empower” CWBs in individuals 
scoring high in the dark traits.

Another example of the complex relationships surrounding the well-being of 
individuals scoring high on dark personality traits is that of motivation. A more 
nuanced analysis of the complex interplay between personality traits and work-
related outcomes shows that despite their “dark” cluster of personalities, a recent 
study conducted by Szabó and colleagues [78] found that the association between 
the dark triad personality traits and work motivation (positive work-related aspect) 
varies depending on the specific dark trait. Narcissism was positively associated with 
intrinsic forms of work motivation, whereas psychopathy and Machiavellianism were 
linked to extrinsic forms of work motivation. In addition, the latter two traits were 
also related to a lack of motivation/amotivation.

Empirical evidence suggests that, people who score high on the dark traits typi-
cally have negative attitudes towards their jobs. The majority of studies have found 
a negative correlation between dark triad traits and organizational commitment 
[126, 127] as well as job satisfaction [128, 129]. These results support the hypothesis 
that the dark triad is linked to poor work attitudes. It is important to highlight that 
these relationships are not consistent across the different dark traits. For instance, 
Galvin et al. [130] reported that people with high levels of narcissism not only had 
a strong sense of affiliation with the organization but also thought of themselves as 
being essential to its identity.

The very ambiguous nature of the dark traits has resulted in research leaning 
towards confirming that dark traits are “bad news” for everyone else, which means 
that the empirical evidence is unbalanced. The available evidence suggests that 

Figure 1. 
The impact of abusive supervisor behaviors.



37

Perspective Chapter: The Dark Triad in the Organization – A Review of the Evidence and Future…
DOI: http://dx.doi.org/10.5772/intechopen.1001365

perspective-taking is an important issue when examining the well-being associated 
with dark traits. For example, CWBs might be experienced positively by individuals 
scoring high on certain dark traits - meaning that for some, higher well-being can be 
a byproduct of others misery. Thus, the association between dark traits and work-
related outcomes can negatively and positively influence the workplace, depending 
on the perspective taken. For example, while narcissism may be positively associated 
with achievement motivation and job satisfaction, it can also lead to interpersonal 
conflicts and toxic work environments [131].

3.5 Does dark personality help individuals get ahead at work?

The evidence on the negative consequences of toxic leadership and abusive 
supervision for employee-well-being is ample. However, anecdotal evidence suggests 
that individuals who score high on dark personality traits can be found in managerial 
positions, and might be more likely to get promoted. Moreover, abusive and toxic 
leadership is still tolerated in most industries and aspects of toxic organizational 
culture are maintained over time (e.g., bullying, employee silence). The belief that 
dark personality helps us get ahead at work is very common, from the great political 
scene to local businesses. Several headlines about scandals revealing “dark aspects” of 
successful professional people might have also strengthened this public opinion [132].

Some empirical evidence suggests that specific dark traits are positively associated 
with job performance. For example, Fernández-del-Río et al. [88] found that narcis-
sism and Machiavellianism were positive predictors of task performance, while only 
the former was positively correlated with contextual performance. Psychopathy and 
sadism were negative predictors of task performance, while sadism was positively 
related to CWB. While the limitations of quantitative research restrict these find-
ings, it would be reasonable to hypothesize that in work environments where task 
performance is valorized, high levels of narcissism and/or Machiavellianism could be 
considered a “competitive advantage”.

Along with task performance, political skill has become one of the most desirable 
qualities in several industries, especially in higher-level positions. Political skill has 
been suggested as a potential pathway to explain why individuals who possess darker 
personality traits might be able to get ahead at work more easily sometimes. Political 
skills are connected to several favorable professional results and career benefits. A 
study conducted by Templer [133] measured the Honesty-Humility (HH) trait from 
the HEXACO personality taxonomy to assess whether individuals who score low on 
HH are more likely to get ahead at work. As mentioned earlier, HH has been found 
to have a strong negative correlation to dark personality traits such as the dark triad 
[134] and could be considered a conceptual opposite of dark personality. Templer 
[133] identified that—although there was a positive direct relationship between HH 
and performance—the indirect effect was of the opposite direction: the least honest-
humble employees were more likely to perceive themselves as the more politically 
skilled. When their supervisors also view them as politically skilled, their work 
performance will be rated higher; given that performance rating is crucial for promo-
tion and professional advancement, it is possible that in jobs and professions where 
political skill is highly valued, employees scoring higher on the dark traits might have 
an advantage against the more honest-humble ones. Those that score high on political 
skills understand how to promote themselves and influence others while pretending 
to have no hidden motivations [133]. This can also be linked to the previously dis-
cussed relationships between dark traits and cognitive empathy.



Organizational Behavior – Negative Aspects

38

This leads us to hypothesize that the dark traits might be linked to impression 
management—with impression management tactics positively linked to certain career 
and professional outcomes such as job interviews and job performance [135]. 

For example, humor is often used as a mechanism for impression management in 
the workplace, and Torres-Marín et al. [136] found distinct characteristics in humor 
styles, disposition towards ridicule and laughter, and comic styles among the dark 
traits. Narcissism was the only dark trait linked to “lighter” forms of humor relat-
ing to the formation of social and emotional bonds with others, having no problem 
being laughed at and even enjoying it and using affiliative humor, fun and wit. This 
behavior can be explained by narcissists’ disposition to draw attention to themselves 
[26, 137]. Psychopathy was linked to “darker” forms of humor, including aggres-
sive humor, joy in laughing at the expense of others and sarcasm. Psychopaths are 
characterized by high degrees of inventiveness and an inability for self-control [56], 
possibly serving as an explanation for their humor-related personality systems [136]. 
Machiavellianism was only linked to an increased fear of being laughed at and the use 
of an ironic/satiric comic style. The necessity to preserve their reputation [56] could 
explain the ironic/satiric comic style, which could also serve as a defense mechanism 
against the fear of being laughed at. At the same time, this interaction reveals their 
disposition for manipulativeness and their ability to create schemes to achieve their 
goals. Lastly, sadism was linked to aggressive humor, sarcasm and the joy of laugh-
ing at the expense of others. Humor also dovetails with the previously discussed 
concept of malevolent creativity. Overall, dark traits are linked to increasingly more 
complex, imaginative and creative ways to harm others for personal gain or amuse-
ment—humour could be one pathway to success. Humor can mask several negative 
behaviors, including blame-shifting, gaslighting, revenge, deception, lying, planning 
malevolent pranks, threats of violence, use of fear tactics, trolling, cyberstalking, 
doxing and fraud. Apart from the negative effects that such behaviors have on the 
well-being of others, in work environments where competitiveness is promoted and 
where the achievement of organizational goals is not aligned with the well-being of 
the employees, the ability to trick or harm others using sophisticated schemes is often 
considered an asset and is highly valorized. Thus, in cultures where such qualities are 
valued, “dark personalities” are more likely to be rewarded by getting ahead.

The ability to adapt and adjust to an organization’s culture has been proposed as a 
potential link between career outcomes and certain dark traits, particularly in relation to 
resilience in non-supportive and highly competitive environments. Bereczkei [138] sug-
gests that dark traits allow individuals to modify their behavior according to their sur-
roundings or organizational contexts, which may include factors such as organizational 
culture, leadership style, and perceived organizational politics [139, 140]. Moreover, 
another line of research has explored the role of perceived organizational support in 
mitigating the negative effects of dark traits among employees. In their study, Palmer 
and colleagues [141] revealed that employees with high levels of narcissism and psy-
chopathy were less likely to engage in certain forms of counterproductive work behavior 
when they perceived their organization as supportive. Specifically, Choi [142] provided 
additional support by demonstrating that perceived organizational support mitigated 
the adverse impact of employee narcissism on work satisfaction.

It is important to highlight, however, that this is not evidence of causality, mean-
ing that there is no substantial proof that dark traits are a cause of career/professional 
success, even if some research has shown that dark traits strongly predict better pay 
and leadership positions [143] among early-career employees. What we can conclude, 
though, is that this is an indication of what types of behaviors and attitudes are 
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valued in a workplace and what it says for organizational cultures. Cultures that are 
only interested in success and gains above all else are more likely to tolerate and even 
reward behaviors that belong in the dark personalities’ repertoire. For example, the 
need to ensure that a person in a senior leadership position can make a difficult deci-
sion might nudge towards hiring someone less driven by empathy and more driven by 
the “the ends justifying the needs”-approach. Thus, firing subordinates or colleagues 
might come with a big toll for more empathetic persons whose personal values do not 
align with the objective financial goals of an organization; but it might be emotionally 
easier for a more “Machiavellian” personality. However, while there might be certain 
benefits for the organization, it remains difficult to estimate whether the benefits are 
more than the losses, given the effects of “dark leaders” on the well-being of subordi-
nates and coworkers [144]. Of course, there are also examples were whole organiza-
tions collapsed. We can refer to Nick Leeson [145], a young trader who received early 
approval to conduct financial transactions on behalf of his bank and made fraudulent 
and illegal decisions. The oldest commercial bank in the United Kingdom, Barings 
Bank, collapsed directly due to his acts.

4. Implications

4.1 Practical implications for leadership and organizational management

Dark traits are often present in high positions at work, producing CWB, limiting 
job engagement, job performance and well-being. Therefore, addressing the issue 
from within and understanding the motives can provide important insights into 
such behaviors. Detecting and assessing dark personality traits in the workplace can 
contribute to constructing interventions and policies that restrict toxic behaviors and 
promote general well-being and intrinsic motivation to work. This will lead to a better 
work climate, better job performance and higher productivity. Furthermore, the 
organization itself can benefit by re-examining inside threats, disloyalty and corrup-
tion intentions.

The evidence concerning the dark traits in the workplace presents an interesting 
challenge for leaders and managers. For example, are “dark personalities” a necessary 
evil in a capitalist environment? Put more simply, is the ubiquitous need to “get things 
done” across all industries the driving force behind the impetus for the ends to always 
justify the means?

4.2 Implications for research

The “traditional” issues related to measuring personality constructs remain and 
still need to be better addressed; social desirability bias is expected to be more com-
mon when measuring constructs that are negatively regarded, meaning that individu-
als high on dark traits are more likely to deceive and lie. However, it is also important 
to acknowledge that the relationship between dark personality traits and negative 
outcomes is not always straightforward, and other factors may influence how these 
traits are expressed in the job context.

Furthermore, it should be emphasized that despite extensive research and schol-
arly attention directed towards the dark triad [26], many critical queries about this 
construct have yet to be resolved. In particular, the absence of a distinct and precise 
definition of the construct of dark personalities has hindered progress and resulted 
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in inconsistent descriptions of their empirical profile. Specifically, there is a lack of a 
commonly accepted and unified definition of the dark triad, as noted by Crowe et al. 
[146], who stated that “a consensual definition of the construct is still lacking” (p. 1). 

Moreover, there is a significant research gap in terms of the positive aspects of 
dark traits in the workplace. For example, Volmer et al. [147] found that leaders 
exhibiting high levels of narcissism can enhance their subordinates’ perceived levels 
of career success and satisfaction without impinging upon their well-being. There is a 
significant gap in the literature, as existing studies have primarily focused on negative 
outcomes associated with dark personality traits. The lack of attention to positive 
outcomes is a notable oversight, as it fails to capture the nuanced and complex nature 
of how dark personality traits operate in the workplace. Additionally, understanding 
the potential positive outcomes associated with dark personality traits is essential for 
developing strategies to leverage these traits to benefit both the individual and the 
organization.

Future research needs to consider the bidirectional association of this relationship, 
as it is possible that certain industries or professions may be more conducive to the 
expression and maintenance of dark personality traits, thereby leading to self-selec-
tion processes in which individuals with higher levels of dark traits are drawn to and 
excel in such contexts [51, 147, 148]. Thus, there is reason to explore the possibility of 
a feedback loop.

5. Summary of main points

While individuals arrive in the workplace with pre-developed personalities and 
predispositions, it is possible in certain occupations or industries, dark traits are 
reinforced and even rewarded as a result of occupational socialization, training 
and promotion within these work environments. Future research should focus on 
identifying and understanding the four distinct types of effects, namely nonlinear, 
interactive, differential and reciprocal, that highlight the multifaceted nature of these 
traits in the context of organizations to allow for practical implications that can help 
minimize the harm and use benefits of darkness for a lighter, brighter work environ-
ment, leading to what might be called the good Machiavelli.
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Chapter 4

Counterproductive Workplace 
Behaviors (CWBs): Antecedents 
and Outcomes
Ugwu Callistus Chinwuba

Abstract

In the recent decades, counterproductive workplace behaviors (CWBs), a  willful 
and intentional acts by members of organizations that harm organizations and 
their stakeholders have attracted the interest of organizational researchers due to its 
prevalence and huge negative impacts on organizations and their members. Globally, 
businesses have suffered immerse financial losses as well as damage to human capital 
development leading to feelings of dissatisfaction and distress culminating in inten-
tion to quit the organization as a result of CWBs. The present study therefore focused 
on exploring a number of theoretical and empirical organizational and individual 
antecedents of CWBs. As there are still lack of adequate understanding of the behav-
ior especially as it concerns the predictors, further studies are necessary to gain more 
insight about the behavior that will enable stakeholders understand the motivational 
roots of the behavior which will aid in designing appropriate remedy on how to curb 
and mitigate the behaviors.

Keywords: counterproductive work behaviors, antecedents, outcomes, organizations, 
stakeholders

1. Introduction

Counterproductive workplace behaviors (CWBs) have attracted much research 
attention in the recent times due to its prevalence and negative outcomes to orga-
nizations and its members. Zhao et al. [1] assert that “of all the negative behaviors 
that employees develop at work, none are more prevalent than CWBs” (p. 219). The 
behaviors which are intentional acts by members of organizations run counter to 
the legitimate interest of organizations and pose harmful and detrimental effect to 
organizational well-being. As forms of deviant behaviors, CWBs are voluntary and 
intentional acts by members of organization that violates significant organizational 
norms and threaten the well-being of organizations, its members or both. In fact, 
CWBs are deliberate acts that harm the organization or its members [2]. According to 
Spector and Fox [3], the behaviors are defined as “volitional acts that harm organiza-
tions and their stakeholders (e.g., clients, coworkers, customers, and supervisors.” 
(p.151). CWBs are peculiar and differ from other common negative acts since they 
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are not accidental but are intended specifically to damage organization’s reputation. 
The behaviors come in forms of fraud, theft, sabotage, cyber-loafing, vandalism, 
pilfering, absence and lateness to work, long break, harassment, gossiping, drug use, 
sloppy work, intentional slow, etc. [4, 5]. Indeed, behaviors such as these are dys-
functional to organizations because they violate important organizational norms and 
harm organizational well-being.

Literature distinguishes two kinds of CWBs – (i) CWBs directed towards 
organization (CBWs-O) and (ii) CWBs directed towards people in the organiza-
tions (CWBs-P) [6]. CWBs-O are behaviors directed towards organizations such as 
sabotage, theft and fraud, or lateness to work, leaving early from work, taking exces-
sive breaks, deliberately working slowly, wasting resources, etc. On the other hand, 
CWBs-P are acts mainly directed towards people working in the organization which 
come in form sexual harassment, verbal abuse, stealing among coworkers, choosing 
favorites, gossiping among colleagues, etc. Even though these two kinds of behavior 
bear significant relationships [7], they differ in their relationship with variables such 
as citizenship behaviors, perceived justices, situational constraints, personal traits, 
etc. [8, 9]. Collectively, CWBs are deviant behavior that violate significant organi-
zational norms, reduces the efficiency and job performances of its members and 
basically threatens the health and well-being of organizations and its members.

Empirical evidence shows that CWBs are one of the most serious problems 
organizations are facing in many countries [10]. Studies have shown that CWBs result 
in severe economic and social threats to organizations. For instance, Dineen et al. [11] 
report that in the US, the cost of fraud and theft alone to organizations is estimated at 
over $50 billion annually; and the overall losses caused by other forms of CWBs are 
quite huge. Earlier, Murphy [12] reported that employee deviance and delinquency 
have accounted for between $6 billion and $200 billion of organizational loss annu-
ally. Expectedly, Harper [13] found that a good number of employees (33–75%) have 
at one time or the other shown to have engaged in one form of CWB or the other in 
serving an organization. Globally, businesses have suffered losses of about US$2.9 
trillion annually due to fraudulent activities [14, 15]. Ugwu and Ogbogu [16] assert 
that in developing countries such as Nigeria where data may not exist, the cost arising 
from deviant workplace behaviors may be quite huge and bewildering. Apart from 
financial loses to organizations, engagement in CWB also affects the human capital of 
the organization, as it has been suggested that the behavior could lead to feelings of 
dissatisfaction and distress, culminating in intention to quit the organization [17, 18]. 
Thus, CWBs not only cost organizations fortunes but also affect the productivity as 
well as create discomfort to members of organization, compromise the quality of 
organizational life, damage property and at the same time hurt organizational reputa-
tion as a whole [19].

The focus of the present study is therefore on the antecedents and outcomes of 
CWBs. This is necessitated by the increase of deviant behaviors in organizations 
which raises the questions about ethics and moral issues in workplaces. Therefore, 
there is the need to gain insight into the likely causes by the managers of organizations 
in order to curb them. Even though several decades of study have been devoted to 
identifying varieties of individual and situational antecedents of CWBs, some authors 
such as Cohen [20] observe that there is still lack of adequate understanding of the 
behavior especially as it concerns the predictors. Further studies on the antecedents 
and outcomes of CWBs are therefore necessary so as to shade more light which will 
enable stakeholders understand the motivational roots of the behavior in order to 
design approaches to curb and mitigate the behaviors.
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1.1 Antecedents of CWBs

Given the prevalence and the accompanying negative effects of CWBs, it is impor-
tant to isolate the antecedents of the behavior. The antecedents can be explored from 
the perspectives of individual (personality or cognitive traits) and situational (job/
organizational) variables. In order to have a better understanding of the behavior, the 
theoretical and empirical perspectives is examined.

2. Theoretical perspectives

2.1 Social exchange theory (SET)

The framework of social exchange theory (SET) can be used in understanding 
CWBs. The theory developed by Blau [21] posits that human relationships are based 
on subjective cost–benefit analysis. More importantly, the theory assumes that social 
relationships are based on trust that acts of goodwill will be reciprocated. The SET has 
been used to understand workplace behaviors such as CWBs, perception of justices, 
etc. For instance, in a meta-analytic study, Colquitt et al. [22] employed SET as a 
dominant approach to determine reactions to justice perceptions and found strong 
relationships between the dimensions of justice and indicators of social exchange. 
Specifically, factors of social exchange such as trust, commitment, organizational 
support, leader-member exchange were found to be significantly related to justice 
perception, task performance and citizenship behavior [22].

One of the instances of implementing SET in organizational research is in the 
explanation of organizational loyalty (e.g. [23]). According to Eisenberger et al. [23], 
employees have a general idea about the extent to which organizations value their 
contributions and cares about them in terms of organizational support. Accordingly, 
when employees perceive that organization values their contribution, cares and 
supports them, they become satisfied and reciprocate by maintaining high level 
of performance and commitment to the organization. In other words, employees 
become obligated to maintain high level of performance and commitment under high 
levels of perceived organizational support. Conversely, employees who perceive that 
their organization does not provide the needed support and care would be dissatisfied 
with their jobs and reciprocate by engaging in some form of retaliatory behaviors like 
CWBs. Indeed, the social exchange theory and norm of reciprocity suggest that when 
employees are dissatisfied with their organizations, their boss or coworkers, they may 
reciprocate with deviant work behaviors such as withholding effort, arriving late, 
taking long break times, leaving early, or engaging in CWBs directed to colleagues 
such as incivility, playing mean pranks, or even sabotaging their efforts, etc. In a 
meta-analytic study of factors associated with workplace aggression, Hershcovis et 
al. [9] found that job dissatisfaction is related to CWBs in form of organizational 
aggression. Judge et al. [24] as well as Dalal [25] reported a negative relationship 
between job satisfaction and some measures of deviant workplace behaviors. Judge 
et al. [7] established that employees engaged more in CWBs on days when they were 
less satisfied with their jobs than the days they were more satisfied. According to Bies 
and Tripp [26], employees’ workplace aggression reflects an attempt to restore justice 
to an unfair organizational situation. Also, previous studies found that indicators of 
workplace social exchange – leader-member exchange and perceived organizational 
support – may be associated with perception of justices and workplace attitudes and 
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behaviors [27, 28], and that violation of psychological contract is associated with 
employees’ performance and absenteeism [29].

2.2 Stress-emotion theory

The Stress-Emotion theory developed by Spector and Fox [3] focuses on both 
situational and personal factors of CWBs. The situational factors considered are job 
stressors which refer to any frustrating condition in organizational life that hinder 
the performance of work or job activities. Job stressors may include organizational 
constraints, unmanaged conflicts, work overload, role conflict and ambiguity, lack 
of autonomy and support, etc. According to the model any frustrating condition in 
organizational life that interferes with the goals and job performance increases the 
chances of CWBs in employees. The model further argues that when such frustrating 
condition occurs, individuals may experience negative emotions which in turn may 
compel people to engage in aggressive behavior as a strategy to reduce the emotionally 
unpleasant condition [30, 31]. Thus, the model describes the processes that create 
forms of aggression that are typically impulsive and with the intent to cause harm and 
release frustration.

Literature distinguishes between impulsive (reactive) aggression and instrumental 
(proactive) aggression. Impulsive aggression is based on negative affect that may lead 
to offensive reactions beyond one’s control while instrumental aggression has to do 
with aggression that is intentionally carried out in line with one’s personal goals [32]. 
Thus, CWBs may have the attributes of both impulsive and instrumental aggression. 
For instance, employees who engage in CWBs may be as a result of impulsive anger 
arising from organizational stressors as well as with the intent to hurt a colleague so as 
to have advantage in the hierarchy of the work. Therefore, the stress-emotional model 
is a combination of both cognitive processes that could capture the intentional and, 
sometimes instrumental nature of CWBs. The theory therefore integrates two impor-
tant traditions of research on aggressive behavior, i.e., the frustration-aggression 
hypothesis which focuses on effects that negative emotions and affect regulation can 
exert on aggression; and the social cognitive processes which addresses the processes 
that promote or justify aggression.

The frustration-aggression model holds that in the workplace, certain undesirable 
events (e.g., constraints) interfere with employees’ goal attainment and therefore lead 
to frustration. When employees are frustrated, they try to overcome their negative 
feelings by committing some form of aggression, which may be directed towards 
people or the organization. When the frustration is caused by some organizational 
factors, people are likely to direct their CWB towards the organization.

Empirical evidences show that high level of negative emotions experienced in 
the workplace including low emotional stability, low self-control, personality traits, 
and low job satisfaction increases the likelihood of engaging in CWBs (e.g., [33–35]). 
Also, Fida et al. [36] found that negative emotions and moral disengagement are 
strong predictors of CWBs. The stress-emotion model therefore suggests that nega-
tive emotions are critical factors in CWBs.

3. Empirical review

In the present study, empirical review of literature examines both organizational 
and individual factors and their relationships with CWBs.
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3.1 Organizational factors

3.1.1 Organizational justice and CWBs

Organizational justice is the extent to which organizations furnish its employees 
with the right, fair and respectful treatment, adequate and accurate information, 
resources and rewards. Employees’ perception of organizational justice is formed 
by the overall impressions formed from occasional organizational occurrences and 
personal appraisals of organizations such as leaders and coworkers [37]. The per-
ceptions tend to influence employees attitudes and behaviors which in turn impact 
performances and organizational well-being.

Organizational justice is structured along four dimensions: (i) distributive justice, 
i.e., fairness in allocation of resources and products; (ii) procedural justice, i.e., 
fairness in ways and procedures decisions are reached vis-à-vis the distribution of 
resources; (iii) interactional justice, i.e., fairness in interpersonal relations, respectful 
and adequate treatment; and accessibility of equal opportunities, and (iv) informa-
tional justice, i.e., fairness in ways adequate and timely information about the alloca-
tion of organizational resources are provided [22, 38].

Empirical studies show that there is a direct negative effect of organizational 
justice on CWB (e.g., [22, 39]). This suggests that if employees believe that the 
organization is fair in decision-making, they are more likely to exhibit positive 
attitudes and behaviors towards the organization, their managers, and their work. 
On the other hand, decisions seen as unfair may lead employees to cause what they 
perceive as equivalent damage to restore justice. Social exchange theory and the norm 
of reciprocity provide the theoretical support for this reasoning, as they suggest that 
“negative reciprocation serves as a means to restore the balance and eliminates anger 
and frustration engendered by unfair treatment” ([39], p. 1690). Also, the previous 
works of Aquino et al. [40] and Ambrose et al. [41] are in support of negative rela-
tionship between organizational justice perceptions and CWBs. Thus, perception of 
injustice seems to be the primary contributory factor of workplace deviance. The idea 
that individuals retaliate in response to perceived injustice is based on the principle of 
retributive justice. Conversely, perception of fair organizational justice tends to lead 
to positive outcomes in organizations such as citizenship behavior, high level of job 
motivation and satisfaction, trust, commitment, and productivity, loyalty [42, 43].

3.1.2 Organizational climate and CWBs

Organizational climate refers to the prevailing social climate or atmosphere in 
work settings concerning polices, practices and procedures in organizations (e.g., 
[44]). According to Ivancevitch et al. ([45], p. 10), “organizational climate is a set of 
work characteristics perceived directly or indirectly by the employees that is assumed 
to be a major force in influencing employee behavior”. As part of psychological 
process, perceptions of organizational climate enables employees recognize what 
behaviors are expected and rewarded. The perceptions therefore reflect employees’ 
impressions of work environment which influence their levels of stress, job satisfac-
tion, commitment and performance which in turn have implications for overall 
organizational productivity [44].

Organizational ethical climate remains one specific perception when it comes to 
perception of organizational climate. Organizational ethical climate involves contex-
tual factors showing employees’ knowledge of moral obligation, their beliefs of what 
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ethically correct behavior is and how the organization’s ethical issues are handled by 
the organization. Literature suggests five types of ethical climate including instru-
mental, caring, independence, rules, law and code (e.g., [46]). While instrumental 
ethical climate is considered as a negative type of climate because of its self-serving 
function, the other four types are considered as positive as they tend to foster the 
emergence of positive organizational attitude because of their concern for the well-
being of others, for laws or organizational policies and procedures to be followed and 
adherence to one’s personal and ethical beliefs [46, 47].

Ethical work climate therefore furnishes employees with the information regard-
ing appropriate behavior in a work environment. As such negative perception of 
overall organizational climate and ethical climate may tend to have immediate 
implications for CWBs as such perception reflects employees’ impression that the 
prevailing work environment of the organization is unpleasant and dissatisfactory. 
In relation with SET, if employees perceive that organization is not meeting up 
with its own part of obligation in terms of providing the needed work environment 
that foster satisfaction, they are likely to reciprocate by engaging in some forms of 
deviant behavior as against those who perceive a supportive organizational climate. 
Therefore, if ethical climate promotes ethical work behavior, employees are less likely 
to engage in unethical behavior (e.g. [48]). Empirical evidence has shown support 
that ethical work climate is negatively associated with unethical organizational 
behavior. For instance, Martin and Cullen’s [46] meta-analytic study indicated 
that positive ethical work climates were negatively associated with dysfunctional 
organizational behaviors. Specifically, the studies found that ethical work climate 
was negatively related to CWBs and that deviance in organization attenuated in an 
ethical caring climate [48, 49]. Similarly, Chernyak-Hai and Tziner [50] found that 
the employees’ perceptions of overall organizational climate as well as ethical climate 
were negatively related to CWBs, i.e., the better perceived overall organizational 
climate and ethical climate, the lower the reported CWBs. In general, work environ-
ment or climate perception by the employees adds significant values to individuals 
and organizations as favorable climate tends to inhibit CWBs while unfavorable one 
tends to foster deviant workplace behaviors.

3.1.3 Organizational culture and CWBs

Organizational culture refers to shared values, beliefs, and norms that influence 
the ways employees think, feel, and behave in the workplace [51]. According to Schein 
[51], organizational culture provides the needed avenue that integrates shared values 
and beliefs which assist organizations to solve problems and challenges. Therefore, 
the prevailing organizational culture in the workplace is capable of promoting or 
hindering CWBs. Griffin and O’Leary-Kelly [52] argue that organizational culture can 
affect employee behavior positively or negatively. For instance, if the organizational 
culture disapproves of deviant behaviors and metes out severe sanctions and punish-
ment against it, deviant behaviors can be inhibited but if the culture encourages 
deviant behavior by building and supporting dysfunctional culture, then deviance 
will tend to be fostered. According to Griffin and O’Leary [52], dysfunctional culture 
restrains or confines individuals and group-level abilities which reward mediocre 
individual and group-level performance and is likely to foster rancorous cycle of 
workplace deviance.

Scholars have argued that favorable organizational culture is linked to positive 
behaviors such as novel pioneering behavior and citizenship behaviors (e.g. [53, 54]). 
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A functional organizational culture tends to discourage unhealthy attitudes and 
behaviors such as absenteeism, deferment, putting little effort into work, taking 
excessive break, wasting/damaging company property, work incivility, etc. [55]. 
When the culture of organization is perceived as favorable, there is tendency for 
CWBs to decline [54]. Kidwell and Valentine further argue that when the prevailing 
culture is organizationally induced and rewarding, employees tend to exhibit more 
positive behaviors and by implication less likely to engage in CWBs. Adenike [56] 
argue that organizational climate or culture influences employees’ motivation, behav-
iors, attitudes and potentials which in turn promotes productivity and effectiveness. 
In contrast, poor work environment tend to encourage deviant behaviors such as 
cyber-loafing, malingering, rescheduling assignment, putting little effort to work, 
taking excessive breaks, wasting/damaging company resources, work inactivity, etc. 
[55]. In general, the culture of organizations and how it is inculcated and perceived by 
employees and by extension how well employees are treated determine the effective-
ness of organization.

3.1.4 Organizational politics and CWBs

Politics is ubiquitous and has become a way of life in many organizations. 
Perceptions of organizational politics have received increasing attention in manage-
ment literature and have emerged as a good predictor of job outcomes and job per-
formance (e.g. [57]). Mintzberg [58] defined organizational politics as “individual or 
group behavior that is informal, ostensibly parochial, typically divisive, and above all, 
in a technical sense, illegitimate – sanctioned neither by formal authority, accepted 
ideology, nor certified expertise (although it may exploit any one of these)” (p. 172). 
According to Kacmar and Baron [59], “organizational politics are actions perceived by 
individuals as directed toward the goal of furthering their own self-interests without 
regard for the well-being of others or their organizations” (p. 4). Similarly, Witt et al. 
[60] stated that “organizational politics is a phenomenon in which members of the 
organization attempt directly or indirectly, in order to manipulate the behavior of 
other members by means of disapproved prescribed standard operating procedures or 
informal standards mostly in attempt to achieve objectives of individuals or groups” 
(p. 12). Ferris et al. ([61], p. 25) listed examples of political behaviors to include but 
not limited to “coalition building, favoritism-based pay and promotion decision, 
and backstabbing with the intention to benefit, protect, or enhance self-interests, 
often without regard for the well-being of their organization or colleagues”. In addi-
tion, Andrews and Kacmar [62] included bypassing the chain of command to gain 
approval, going through unapproved channels to obtain special favor, and lobby-
ing high level managers just prior to promotion decisions. Other forms of political 
behavior may include withholding information from colleagues, failing to enforce 
policies and procedures appropriately, using flattery to gain favor, shifting blame, and 
maligning others to make oneself relevance.

There are three dimensions of behaviors characterizing organizational politics 
identified by literature including – (i) General Political Behavior (GPB), which 
describe the behavior of individuals who behave in a self-serving manner to achieve 
desired outcomes; (ii) Go Along to Get Ahead (GAGA), which consists of lack of 
action by individuals (e.g., remain silent) in order to secure valued outcomes; and 
(iii) Pay and Promotion Policies (PPP), which involves organizations behaving politi-
cally through the policies it enacts [63]. Thus, researchers of organizational politics 
have focused on perceptions of such behavior which is subjective and as a state of 



Organizational Behavior – Negative Aspects

60

mind may differ from person to person. Therefore, perceptions of organizational 
politics “involve an individual’s attribution to behaviors of self-serving intent, defined 
as an individual’s subjective evaluation about the extent to which the work environ-
ment is characterized by co-workers and supervisors who demonstrates such self-
serving behaviors” ([64], p. 90).

Power, influence, and politics are likely to have obvious negative effects on 
organizations and its members. Empirical evidences have established that percep-
tion of organizational politics impact negatively on both workers and the work they 
perform (e.g., [59, 65]). For instance, studies have suggested that perception of 
organizational politics is negatively related to undesirable job performance outcomes 
including poor communication among employees, diminished job attitudes, employee 
turnover, job dissatisfaction, job stress and strain, job burnout, CWBs (e.g., [66, 
67]). From the perspective of SET and norm of reciprocity as well as that of stress-
emotion model, employees are likely be motivated to engage in CWBs in response to 
perceived organizational stressors such as injustice, psychological contract breaches, 
and other organizational constraints that interfere with the achievement of personal 
goals at work [68, 69]. When work environment is characterized by power play it 
is considered stressful; and when confronted with such organizational stressors, 
employees are likely to retaliate by engaging in CWBs in order to restore their sense 
of equity and justice [70, 71]. Indeed, studies have shown that organizational politics 
is positively associated with organizational stressors such as perceived organizational 
injustice, psychological contract breach and other constraints that hinder employees 
from job performance and achievement of their personal goals [72, 73]. In fact, more 
recent studies have shown that perceived organizational politics is positively related 
to CWBs (e.g., [74, 75]). Also, Meisler et al. [76] found a positive relationship between 
perceived organizational politics and CWBs. Thus, organizational politics is consid-
ered another organizational variable that is stressful which in turn may compel some 
organizational members to engage in workplace deviant behavior in order to maintain 
a sense of balance and equity.

4. Leader-member exchange (LMX) and CWBs

Leader-member exchange (LMX), an aspect of employees’ workplace perception 
regarding organizational issues can impact CWBs. The exchange relates to quality 
of relationship between leaders and his followers. The core tenet of LMX is that 
leaders treat followers differently in a series of work-related exchange, and based on 
the relationships, leaders consider followers as either trusted or untrusted thereby 
exhibiting differential treatment towards each group. Trusted (in-group) followers 
are treated with high quality relationship while untrusted (out-group) members are 
treated with low quality exchange. Thus, LMX attempts to understand how quality 
of the relationships develops as well as the impacts the relationships has on relevant 
organizational activities and processes. According to Bauer and Green [77], “high 
quality LMX indicates high level of information exchange, interaction, trust, respect, 
support, mutual influence, and reward, while low quality LMX points to low level of 
interaction, trust, formal relations, one-directional influence, (manager-employee), 
limited support, and few rewards” (p. 36). Expectedly, differential treatment can be 
problematic for lower quality relationship individuals as they are more likely to view 
differential treatment as being unfair. Therefore, leaders’ differential treatments can 
lead to perception of inequity with lower quality exchange individuals being more 
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likely to engage in deviant work behaviors than high quality exchange persons. This 
is consistent with the tenets of SET and the norm of reciprocity which suggests that 
individuals engage in relationships on the basis of cost–benefit analysis and tend to 
respond to each other with in a commensurate behavior [21, 78].

Furthermore, in line with Kelloway et al. [79] suggestion that passive leadership 
behavior can foster increased level of stress; expectedly low LMX constitutes environ-
mental stressors as their subordinates are likely to receive less supervisory attention, 
support, consideration and communication leading to the possibility of engaging 
in CWBs. Indeed, studies are replete with issues, concerns, and impact LMX has on 
organizational outcomes and behaviors of followers (e.g., [80, 81]). For instance, 
LMX is reported to affect employees’ motivation in several areas of organizational 
functioning, increasing or decreasing opportunities, sense of empowerment, emo-
tional support, and cooperative interactions, including loyalty, respect and obligation 
(e.g., [82, 83]). Also, previous studies have actually shown that high levels of LMX 
correlates positively with citizenship behaviors (e.g. [42, 84]). Concerning deviant 
behavior, de Oliveira et al. [85] reported a direct negative relationship between LMX 
and CWBs. Also, Newton and Perlow [86] found that LMX relations correlated 
negatively with CWBs such that individuals with low quality leader-member relations 
exhibited CWBs than subordinates with higher quality leader-member relations. 
Thus, high-quality relationships have been found to be positively related to perfor-
mance, retention, job satisfaction, organizational commitment, and organizational 
citizenship behaviors [80]. In contrast, research shows that low-quality relationships, 
low leadership consideration, and abusive supervision tend to lead to deviant work-
place behaviors [87].

5. Individual variables

5.1 Personality and CWBs

Personality traits can be defined as a relatively enduring configuration of 
thoughts, feelings, and behaviors that cause the individual to respond in specific ways 
to particular circumstances [88]. It is important to identify personality characteristics 
that may relate to CWBs since the behavior is an act based on individual choice [34]. 
The personality factors of interest in the present study include the Big Five Personality 
Trait, Dark Triads and personal values.

5.2 Big five personality factors

The Five-Factor Model (FFM or Big Five) which comprises agreeableness, 
conscientiousness, extraversion, neuroticism, and openness to experience has been 
globally accepted as a valid structure of personality traits and widely employed by 
organizational researchers [89, 90]. Agreeableness is related to cooperativeness, 
good-nature, considerate and kindness of persons; conscientiousness describes 
one who is careful, industrious, hardworking, achievement oriented, persistent, 
dependable, and orderliness; extraversion refers to one who has preference for social 
interactions and need for stimulation; neuroticism refers to individuals who are 
anxious, hostile, and a general inability to deal with negative emotions; while open-
ness to experience refers to exploratory behaviors, active imagination, autonomy, 
and nonconformity [34, 89].
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Regarding the impact of personality traits on CWBs, Salgado [89] in a meta-anal-
ysis found that agreeableness and conscientiousness were valid predictors of deviant 
behaviors, while Berry et al. [8] found that among the Big Five, only agreeableness, 
conscientiousness, and neuroticism were significantly related to CWBs. Spector [90] 
suggests that personality affects CWBs through cognitive-emotional processes and; in 
line with the cognitive-motivational-relational theory [91, 92], it could be argued that 
agreeableness and neuroticism are predictors of CWBs. An employee who is coopera-
tive and kind may be less likely to respond negatively to situations she/he encounters 
but not so for antagonistic individuals. In contrast, a person who is predominantly 
anxious and negative towards life in general may tend to experience more negative 
emotions thereby compelling the individual to be more prone to deviant behaviors. 
In line with this reasoning, de Oliveira et al. [85] reported that agreeableness was 
negatively correlated to CWBs while neuroticism was positively correlated to CWBs. 
Also, Bowling and Eschleman [33] found that agreeableness and conscientious-
ness was negatively related to both CWBs-O and CWBs-P which also aligns with 
the findings of Mount et al. [34]. In a similar study, Bolton et al. [93] found that 
agreeableness and conscientiousness predicted CWBs. Again, Waheeda and Hafidz 
[94] reported significant negative relationship between agreeableness, conscientious-
ness and CWBs. Conscientiousness was found to be negatively correlated to seven 
dimensions of CWBs (theft and related behavior, destruction of property, misuse of 
information, poor quality work, alcohol use, drug use, inappropriate verbal actions, 
and inappropriate physical actions) while agreeableness was found to be negatively 
correlated to only three dimensions of CWBs (theft and related behavior, misuse of 
information, and poor quality work). Openness was found to be negatively correlated 
to theft and related behavior, while neuroticism was found to be positively corre-
lated to poor quality work only. Extraversion was not correlated to any of the CWBs 
dimensions [94]. From the aforementioned studies, it can be seen that personality can 
be a predictor of CWBs, with agreeableness and conscientiousness being consistent 
predictors of it.

5.3 Individual values and CWBs

There have been extensive studies on values either in isolation or in combination 
with other constructs [95, 96]. However, there are paucity of studies with regard to 
the relationship between values and CWBs. Values can be defined as “principles for 
action encompassing abstract goals in life and modes of conduct that an individual 
or a collective considers preferable across contexts and situations” ([97], p. 364). 
Values can be seen as a guiding principle, representing one’s motivational goal in life 
which makes it worthwhile exploring the relationship with CWBs since the behavior 
is an act of personal volition. Schwartz [98] proposes ten individual values including 
achievement, benevolence, conformity, hedonism, power, security, self-direction, 
stimulation, tradition, and universalism. Achievement is related to personal suc-
cess, competence according to social standards; benevolence refers to kindness, fair-
ness, forgiving and maintaining good interpersonal relationship; conformity entails 
restraint of actions, inclinations and impulses likely to upset or harm others and vio-
late social expectations and norms; hedonism relates to pleasure-seeking or sensuous 
gratification; power refers to control or dominance over people and resources, need 
for social status and prestige; security implies safety, harmony and stability of society, 
of relationships and of self; self-direction involves independent thought and action 
expressed in choosing, creating and exploring; stimulation refers to excitement, 
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arousal, novelty and taking up challenge in life; tradition is respect for social rules and 
others, acceptance of customs and ideas of one’s culture; while universalism refers to 
understanding, appreciation, tolerance and protection for the well-being of all people 
and for nature.

Concerning the relationship between individual values and CWBs, Waheeda and 
Hafidz [94] found that hedonism and power was positively correlated to CWBs; 
while benevolence and conformity was negatively correlated to CWBs. Security was 
not related to any dimension of CWBs. Again, conformity, tradition, benevolence, 
and achievement were negatively correlated to some dimensions of CWBs such as 
theft and related behaviors, alcohol use, drug use, misuse of time and resources, poor 
attendance, inappropriate behaviors; while hedonism, self-direction and stimulation 
was positively correlated to alcohol use and drug use dimensions of CWBs. Tradition 
was found to be negatively correlated to alcohol use, drug use, and inappropriate 
verbal actions dimensions of CWBs. Interestingly, universalism was negatively related 
to three dimensions of CWBs (misuse of time and resources, poor attendance, and 
poor quality work and drug use [94].

In an earlier study exploring the individual values and overall CWBs, Bruursema 
[99] found that benevolence was negatively correlated to CWBs while hedonism and 
stimulation was positively correlated to CWBs. None of the values were significantly 
correlated to CWBs directed to persons in the organization; but it was found that 
benevolence, achievement, and stimulation were all correlated to CWBs directed 
towards the organization. Based on the few available empirical studies, it seems that 
individual values are good predictors of CWBs; though further studies are needed.

6. Dark triads personality and CWBs

The term Dark Triads was used by Paulhus and Williams [100] to describe three 
personality traits, i.e. psychopath, Machiavellianism, and narcissism associated 
with deviant behavior. Psychopath-type personality describes individuals lacking in 
conscience, empathy, remorsefulness and accountability; and known for impulsive-
ness; narcissism describes someone who has inflated ego and self-image, full of 
self-admiration and self-exaggeration; while Machiavellianism describes a person who 
is morally disengaged, morally depraved and manipulative in nature. Although, the 
three personality traits are distinct in style, they have the common characteristic of 
obvious and open exploitation of others.

Lately, the Dark Triads of personality have received research attention and may 
be considered possible antecedents of CWBs [101]. This is because Barlett [102] 
found that all the Dark Triad traits are associated with aggression. Geel et al. [103] 
found that the Dark Triad traits are related to traditional bullying and cyber bul-
lying behavior in adolescents and adults. Based on the perspective of SET, Palmer 
et al. [104] found that individuals who scored high on the Dark Triad traits are less 
inclined to engage in CWBs when there is high perception of organizational sup-
port. Also, O’Boyle et al. [105] in a meta-analytic study found a weak, moderate, and 
relatively strong relationship between psychopath, Machiavellianism, narcissism 
and CWBs respectively. Earlier, Grijalva and Newman [106] found that among the 
Dark Triads, narcissism alone predicted CWBs. Wu and Lebreton [107] suggest that 
deviant behavior, the hallmark of Dark Triads of personality may be the outcome of 
deviant personality and this reasoning may be the justification for the likely associa-
tion between Dark Triads of personality and CWBs. The lack of empathy, remorse, 
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accountability and impulsivity characteristic of psychopath; the inflated ego, self-
admiration and exaggeration characteristics of narcissistic-type personality; and 
the moral corruption, moral depravity and manipulative tendency characteristics 
of Machiavellianism may work to engender motivation for counterproductive work 
behaviors in organizations.

Specifically, Wu and Lebreton [107] assert that psychopathic-type personalities 
are related to CWBs as those with high level of the traits tend to harm others in pur-
suit of their personal interest. Consequently, they distract the attention of others from 
a particular task to pursue their own agenda. Again, their lack of conscience and the 
desire to achieve their needs at the detriment of others may push them to engage in 
CWBs [105]. Earlier, Hare and Neuman [108] reported that psychopath-type person-
alities are more inclined to engage in CWBs. In subsequent studies, Scherer et al. [109] 
and Smith and Lilienfeld [101] found that psychopath is associated with CWBs. Also, 
Baloch et al. [110] found that psychopath is positively related to CWBs with organiza-
tional politics mediating the relationship between psychopath and CWBs.

With regard to narcissism, Spector [111] argued that inflated self-ego is a trait 
characteristics of individuals who have high level of narcissism. According to Wu 
and Lebreton [107], narcissistic-type personality individuals may do whatever that is 
possible to exaggerate themselves at the detriment of others. The trait of over-inflated 
self-ego and self-exaggeration, to the extent of discrediting others may increase the 
chances of narcissistic-personality individuals to engage in CWBs. Expectedly, Penny 
and Spector [112] as well as Grijalva and Newman [106] found that narcissism is 
positively associated with CWBs. In a more recent study, Baloch et al. [110] found that 
narcissism is positively related to CWBs with organizational politics mediating the 
relationship between narcissism and CWBs.

In the case of Machiavellianism, individuals who have high level of the trait are 
known for their moral depravity, moral disengagement and manipulative tendencies. 
According to Wu and Lebreton [107], they are highly inclined to do whatever is pos-
sible to achieve their goals. Since they believe that the end justifies the means, it does 
not matter whatever means they use to achieve their goals provided it is achieved. 
The ruthless and unethical behaviors of individuals who possess high level of 
Machiavellian traits are the strong base for the contention that they are more inclined 
to engage in counterproductive work behaviors. Also, Machiavellian individuals are 
likely to behave impulsively and in an irresponsible manner when dealing with others. 
Because of their moral rectitude and manipulative tendencies, they are not concerned 
and care less about the consequences of their behaviors. The unemotional and cal-
lous nature of behaviors of Machiavellian-type personalities are strong indications 
that such individuals are likely be involved in counterproductive work behaviors. 
Consequently, Kish-Gephart et al. [113] as well as O’Bolye et al. [105] established that 
Machiavellianism is positively correlated with CWBs. In addition, Baloch et al. [110] 
found that Machiavellianism is positively related to CWBs with organizational politics 
mediating the relationship between Machiavellianism and CWBs.

7. Outcomes of CWBs

There are all manners of CWBs with each impacting organizations differently. 
For instance, corruption one of the indicators of CWBs has been shown to lower 
overall morale and doing damage to public trust in the organizations. Also, the issue 
of data theft, another indices of CWBs could be a major liability for organizations as 
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it could lead to legal tussles and fines as well as causing irrevocable breach of trust 
between stakeholders and organizations. Time theft arguably has been shown to 
lead to decreased productivity and profit as well as overall employee morale. Fraud, 
embezzlement and bribery can have serious consequences for a company’s reputation 
and lose of trust as well as leading to revenue loss. Berry et al. [14] identified hyper-
anxiety, job dissatisfaction, and tendency to quit a job as common outcomes of CWBs. 
CWBs have negative impact on customer evaluation of services, negatively impacting 
satisfaction and loyalty, and damaging long-term profitability [114, 115]. Thus, CWB 
leads to unsafe and insecure work environment which may have adverse effects on 
the performance and well-being of employees and the organization in general. Thus, 
continuous occurrence of CWBs may create a culture in which the behavior can be 
easily justified and committed more often by far more individuals leading to long 
term damage to organizational well-being.

8. Summary and conclusion

CWBs are voluntary acts such as theft, sabotage or doing a work incorrectly that 
harm organizations. The behaviors are highly prevalent and has negative conse-
quences including huge financial loss and damage to human capital development of 
organizations. In order for organizations to mitigate incidences of CWBs, gaining 
insight into the antecedents and outcomes which was the focus of the present work is 
extremely important. Having identified a number of organizational and individual 
antecedents of CWBs, it behooves on organizational science researchers and manag-
ers to develop policies and programs to reduce incidents of CWBs.
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Chapter 5

Why Fear Crushes Your Culture
Mary Clare Coghlan, Andrew B. Ross and Mia B. Russell

Abstract

Fear is defined as a normal reaction to a real or imagined threat and is an integral 
and adaptive aspect of development. Individuals react to fear during moments of 
social, political, and economic upheaval like those in recent years. But how do  
collective groups manifest and respond to the internal and external factors that pro-
mote fear? More pointedly, how do working professionals experience a long-term, 
organizational culture of fear? To respond to these questions, this chapter will offer 
new perspectives on how fear is operationalized in the workplace. By interpreting the 
role of fear in common workplace norms like feedback, collaboration, management, 
and hiring, we offer a better understanding of how organizational culture might 
promote the negative consequences of fear: avoidance, withdrawal, and physical/
emotional pain.

Keywords: culture, work, fear, feedback, trust, psychological safety

1. Introduction

It is common for an individual—as experienced as they might be—to feel a sense 
of nervous excitement walking into work on the first day of a new job. Many workers 
wake up on the day of an important meeting or high-stakes presentation feeling an 
acute worry gnawing at their confidence. These are familiar emotions, no matter what 
industry or social context an individual works within. They might even be reasonably 
viewed as part of the “everyday fabric” of contemporary work—the quotidian griev-
ances and awkward anxieties that workplace sitcoms tend to use for comedic effect.

But beyond laughable clichés, there’s nothing funny about the presence of intense 
or overwhelming fear at work, particularly in the context of negative outcomes for 
workers and employers alike. These feelings, which transcend the minor strains 
refenced above, can be intense and distressing, leaving emotional scarring and unease 
that can last for months or even years. These fears can be the source or symptom of 
traumatizing challenges that leave work a social context to dread and avoid.

While it is difficult to pin down what exactly qualifies as “fear,” it is easy to see and 
experience instances in which the manifestations of this emotional response appear 
in the workplace. All workplaces have what Barsade & O’Neill call “an emotional 
culture”—the shared psychology of a group collaborating together on various aims 
[1]. Such “shared affective values, norms, artifacts, and assumptions” underpin the 
way that people experience meaning and satisfaction at work, or, on the other hand, 
how they experience negative emotional states that leave them feeling ambivalent 
about their work accomplishments [1].
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Reasons for fear are ubiquitous—constant warnings about terrorism, international 
conflict, weakening economies, global warming, crime, infectious disease, and 
political uncertainty—cause a feeling of trepidation to pervade contemporary life. 
The social fabric of fear is visible in how groups perceive others, act in response to risk 
and uncertainty, and even bond together through shared distress. Fear shapes organi-
zational culture in many aspects, as workers’ relationships with their colleagues and 
leaders are often formed around real and perceived fears about power dynamics in the 
workplace. Companies might act strategically out of a fearful disposition—holding 
the line against an assumed threat that may not materialize. Running through a work 
culture of fear are fractures that divide and disable the collaborative relationships and 
meaningful well-being that organizations require to be successful.

On the individual level, neuroscientists often frame the emotion of fear in its most 
general sense as a psychological response to a perceived threat—what Joseph LeDoux 
has called “a conscious awareness that you are in harm’s way” [2]. Such a response 
manifests itself biologically (sweating, rapid heartbeat, eye movement, etc.) and cog-
nitively, as in racing thoughts or a kind of frozen panic. These individual responses 
often remain private and even suppressed, as such manifestations of distress tend to 
be perceived as inappropriate or off-putting in a professional context.

Whether visibly manifested or not, fear is “at work” in the lives of many employ-
ees, managers, and participants in the complex social dance that is work. While fear 
is certainly not a strictly-contemporary phenomenon (one has only to think of the 
dangers of many nineteenth-century pre-reform workplaces to consider the ubiquity 
of workplace anxiety) there is good reason to carefully study the role it plays in 
today’s world of work. Even in the global “knowledge economy”, where work is more 
distributed and digital than ever before, new fears arise that need to be considered 
for their social, economic, and psychological implications. Understanding how fear is 
operationalized through key workplace norms will reveal psychological barriers to pro-
ductivity and meaning-making at work. Such analysis also lay foundational principles 
and practices for reducing and reframing fear.

We begin this chapter by defining fear as a psychological phenomenon that mani-
fests at work and summarizing how several generations of researchers in organiza-
tional psychology and behavior management disciplines have understood the impact 
of fear on employees and managers alike. The chapter then applies this research to 
one common workplace norm by considering feedback as an essential activity that is 
nevertheless deeply shaped by fear and the way that it limits trust. To conclude, the 
chapter presents the concept of psychological safety as a response to workplace fear, 
drawing on two examples from well-known corporations to understand the potential 
of this key principle.

2. Literature review

Fear is a human emotion that is activated automatically and typically very 
quickly. Conceptualized as an affective state protecting one against danger or a 
motivational state leading one away from something, fear yields a reaction to an 
immediate threat—that can be physical, emotional, or psychological—and may be 
directed to external sources. An example of a physical reaction might include sweat-
ing palms whereas an emotional reaction may emerge as worry and rumination. 
Further, a psychological reaction may be indicated by an upset stomach or nervous 
jitters.
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As a type of emotion, fear, an intervening variable, is closely related to stimulus 
events as well as response events. Fear encourages avoidance behavior, a narrowed 
perceptual and cognitive focus on and pessimistic judgment about risks and the future. 
Fear is a driver of action—not only psychological but also physical as our body kicks into 
overdrive. In other words, fear motivates withdrawal and avoidance of harmful events. 
Additionally, fear has been considered a relational construct, aroused in response to a 
situation that is judged as dangerous and toward which protective action should be taken. 
From this perspective, fear shaped human behavior and it continues to do so today.

Fear can be explained through protection motivation theory. Drawing from 
previous research by Lazarus, Rogers sought to better understand fear appeals and 
how people cope with them [3]. Protection motivation theory (PMT) centers on three 
critical components: the magnitude of noxiousness of a depicted event, probability of 
that event’s occurrence, and efficacy of a protective response [3]. PMT proposes that 
people protect themselves from fear based on two factors: threat appraisal and coping 
appraisal. Threat appraisal assesses the severity of the situation and examines how 
serious the situation is, while coping appraisal explains the response to the situa-
tion. These processes mediate attitude change—in other words, these processes help 
explain how the emotion of fear motivates action.

Fear, in particular, evolved to protect us against threats to our survival, and its 
evolutionary-based effects continue to influence us despite the changed nature of the 
threats we face [4]. Since the average person spends approximately one-third of their 
waking hours at work, it is safe to assume that work-related fear can in periods also 
be a significant influence upon the general well-being of individuals. At work, fear 
can be seen through physiological and emotional responses, as well as those that are 
relational and interpersonal. Fear is also manifested through organizational action—
collective manifestations of fear with company- and market-wide effects. Researchers 
have tracked fear at work as manifested through feelings and behavior related to 
insecurity, avoidance, as well as a lack of psychological safety and trust. Gibaldi & 
Cusack sought to understand the factors and conditions that make employees fearful 
[5]. They found the following sources of fear that people experience in their daily 
work lives: fear of reprisal, reprimand, making mistakes, failure, giving voice/speak-
ing up, termination, and feedback among others [6].

Fear is psychological but it has physical effects as well. Stress and anxiety resulting 
from workplace fear can cause increased heart rate, sweating, adrenaline rush and 
even a fight or flight response. Fear spreads from the mind to the body. This feeling 
often leads to employees being paralyzed with fear and unable to work effectively. An 
individual that is experiencing fear may have an increased heart rate, faster breathing, 
shortness of breath, digestive changes, sweating, chills, or even trembling muscles. 
Adrenaline and cortisol flood our system, we breathe faster and our blood flows away 
from our hearts and into our limbs. Our body is preparing for “fight or flight” [7]. In 
addition, from a physiological and emotional lens, fear may manifest as fatigue, irri-
tability, negative attitude and affect, frustration, indecisiveness, loss of confidence, 
forgetfulness, and rumination. Perhaps you have seen an employee that is present, 
but only in the physical sense—not bringing their best selves to work and not fully 
contributing. Fear may also be evident in the way that employees work together, col-
laborate, and compete. Some individuals experience fear leading to fatigue—a 2019 
ComPsych Survey showed that 61% of workers reported a high level of stress that 
caused fatigue and feelings of not being in control [8]. Though fearful, out-of-control 
feelings may be intense in the short term, such exhaustion-inducing stresses can also 
be paralyzing over a significant time period [9].
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Beyond being an individual inevitability, it is important to recognize that fear 
in the workplace is an organizational problem for both employers and employees, 
making a workplace uncomfortable (or even intolerable). Fear can also have a nega-
tive impact on revenue, profits, and other metrics of success. A constant state of fear 
negatively impacts an employee’s ability to speak their mind, admit a mistake, or 
feel safe giving honest feedback. This can cause employees and companies alike to 
make decisions from a place to not lose instead of to win. In fact, previous research by 
O’Donovan discusses competition as a useful mechanism for creativity and innova-
tion within an organization as well as an instrument of repression as employees are 
sometimes pitted against one another [10]. For individuals, the stress of competition 
can be physically and psychologically destructive leading to lower morale and reduced 
productivity. In this way, competition harms the levels of inter-communication of 
ideas, coordination of efforts, friendliness and pride in the group, and ultimately the 
level of harmony and cohesion in the group [11]. Perhaps unsurprisingly, competition 
that breeds rivalry has been suggested to lead to the development of negative inter-
dependence, distrust, lack of harmony, and opportunistic behavior that prioritizes 
self-interests over collective interests [11, 12].

What’s worse is that there is a great concern in the sense that fear is contagious 
and can travel quickly throughout an organization. And this contagion helps to foster 
a culture of fear whereas individuals catch the emotions of others. This emotional 
catching process is better described as a cognitive, either nonconscious or conscious, 
process of emotional contagion where people imagine how they would feel in the 
position of another and, consequently, experience the same feelings. Other costs that 
organizations bear include low employee morale, reduced productivity, and high 
employee turnover. The costs of rampant workplace fear create a significant incentive 
to ameliorate this condition. In the current context of work, these conditions can lead 
to devastating financial costs for a business and require that leaders and organizations 
protect against a culture of fear.

3. Fear of feedback

Rather than speculating about external social forces like natural disasters or 
political disruptions and their influence on individuals’ perceptions of their work-
place safety, we choose to focus on one internal workplace norm that is common 
across sectors and roles: feedback. As a workplace norm that most if not all employees 
experience, feedback is a particularly valuable case study for understanding potential 
reasons and effects of psychological unease at work.

Just as it is challenging to generalize a conclusive list of ways that individuals might 
experience fear at work, it is difficult to narrowly define work-related feedback—it 
is a complex social dynamic. Even defining this activity as “language used for the 
purpose of assessing and improving behavior” overlooks the reality that much 
feedback can be nonverbal, presented in the form of gestures, looks, or even silence. 
Definitions of feedback as “a reinforcer,” “an instruction,” or “a guide” are often 
tempered with caveats about the malleability of feedback practices and their applica-
tion across different work environments (see [13] for a helpful review of “behavior 
analytic” definitions of feedback). In one influential essay, Peterson even went so far 
as to argue that “feedback” should be abandoned by behavior analysists as a term, 
arguing that in its universal ambiguity the term has become nothing more than 
“professional slang” [14].
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Even though it may be difficult to unambiguously define, feedback has remained 
one of the most widely-studied functional motivational practices in the organiza-
tional behavior management literature [15, 16]. Even Peterson’s general critique of 
the term includes an underlying assumption of its potential: that analysis can improve 
feedback to be maximally effective for changing behavior as an “effective conditioned 
reinforcer, or a discriminative stimulus, or an establishing stimulus” [14]. Feedback 
offers employees directed motivation and improved overall job satisfaction [17]. 
In particular, research indicates that satisfaction with feedback is likely to improve 
workers’ commitment to their organization and decrease the likelihood of employee 
turnover [18].

The research literature on this topic has generally focused on the benefits of 
feedback. What is less well-understood is the psychological intensity and the deeply-
held feelings of fear that accompany this workplace norm. In other words, while there 
seems to be ample research evidence to feedback’s overall benefits, much less is under-
stood then about the demotivating fears that accompany feedback or prevent feed-
back from happening in an organization. How does fear inform professionals’ view of 
evaluation? And how do professionals experience fear in the moment of providing or 
receiving feedback? These two questions focus both on mindset and behavior—they 
seek to understand the mechanics of feedback fear, avoidance, and general negativity 
and to clarify the disfunctions that arise in fear-based work environments.

Some individuals may look forward to the direction that evaluation from supervi-
sors provides. In fact, some research indicates that some individuals reported negative 
or corrective feedback as being more valuable over positive response, in part due to 
the way that it helps recipients improve more efficiently [19]. Another way of under-
standing the influence of fear in the context of feedback is to suggest that most people 
see this workplace norm as a “necessary evil” or “bitter pill”—an experience that holds 
benefits but is in large measure to be endured, not enjoyed. This negative perception 
of feedback fosters a culture of fear around feedback, as individuals’ relationship with 
feedback tends to feed off of each other. As Jackman & Strober argue, this amplifica-
tion of fears over feedback often results in the organizational equivalent of “psycho-
logically maladaptive behaviors such as procrastination, denial, brooding, jealousy, 
and self-sabotage” [20].

Fear, as a response to a psychologically straining stimulus perceived as being 
uncontrollable, can be experienced in an anticipatory mode in the context of feed-
back. This is especially true when feedback is framed as an antecedent to change 
[13, 14]. A sense of dread is often present for individuals’ in advance of their either 
giving or receiving feedback—an anticipatory anxiety over the likelihood of con-
flict, embarrassment, or mis-characterization. This can be as true for the giver of 
feedback, as for the receiver; therefore, much feedback is never given at all due to the 
anticipated likelihood of creating a strained or awkward relationship with a man-
aged colleague or employee. To offset this negative outcome, several researchers have 
recommended that feedback be iterative and frequent, becoming a practice that is 
consistent and expected [21–24].

“Fear during” (as in a more immediate or of-the-moment phenomenon) is also 
present in the feedback scenario. Recipients’ emotional response to feedback in the 
moment may in part be due to the cultural valences of words commonly used while 
giving feedback (i.e., “excellent” or “ineffective”) that carry psychosocial associations 
and even physiological responses [16]. These responses can be especially present 
during evaluative feedback, as in the case of the annual review. Research has shown 
that these situations are as psychologically challenging for managers as they are for 
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employees, largely due to the perceived likelihood that an employee would respond 
negatively to the feedback [25]. In addition to increasing the chance of over-rating or 
being lenient with employees [26], this management anxiety can corrode trust within 
organizations [27]. In response, some have argued that correctives to the anxiety sur-
rounding performance appraisal are to present the manager less as a judge and more 
as a coach or servant [28] and to build in additional iterations of feedback outside of 
an annual or more isolated review [25].

One somewhat surprising outcome of fear of feedback is that many professionals 
never request or receive feedback from supervisors or colleagues. By understanding 
the negative inputs that inform the experience of feedback, including the anxiet-
ies that motivate the avoidance of feedback, researchers can better understand the 
way that productive dialog is hindered from fear-based psychosocial drivers. This 
understanding has implications for leadership development training, as well as for 
understanding the psychology and culture of professional organizations—everything 
from corporate, education, medical, and even athletic contexts.

4. Trust

Effective feedback is not possible in the absence of trust, in part because it’s truly 
challenging for an individual to listen in an “open” way to feedback given by someone 
they do not trust or respect. On the other hand, evaluative feedback that is perceived 
as being accurate and offered in a spirit of genuine goodwill is likely to improve trust 
between managers and their employees [17]. Organizations are defined by the sum 
of their parts; and the foundation of the social cohesion that holds them together is 
supported by trust, safety, and respect. Yet when an organization fosters a culture of 
fear, critical factors—trust, accountability, safety, and respect—are all too often the 
casualties. Similarly, when negative feedback arises, research suggests that teams that 
have not established meaningful trust are more likely to see this feedback as indicative 
of unavoidable failure and are especially likely to experience major team conflict [29].

Trust is foundational in all relationships, including the employment relationship. 
Organizations with high levels of intra-group trust have been shown to be more likely 
to avoid the pitfalls of conflict and divisiveness that hinder important workplace col-
laborations [30]. When employees feel that their leader is not trustworthy, safety and 
trust diminish [31]. Trustworthiness is built from three factors: ability, benevolence, 
and integrity. If employees perceive their leader as competent, honest, and benevo-
lent—or interested in their overall well-being, as a person who can help in the task or 
relationship, and as possessing integrity, they will feel safe and will be less likely to 
engage in self-protective defenses at work. In fact, transparency and vulnerability in 
relationships between leaders and employees contribute to both a feeling of efficacy 
and clarity that drives fear out of the relationship [32]. These types of high-quality 
relationships breed collegiality, productive conflict, trust, and psychological safety.

5. Psychological safety

In her article, “Psychological safety and learning behavior in work teams,” 
Amy Edmondson defines “psychological safety” as a shared belief that the team is 
safe for interpersonal risk-taking [33]. It means that colleagues, regardless of who 
is sitting around the table, can share their ideas without judgment. The culture 
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cultivated in teams with high psychological safety is one where people feel obli-
gated, not fearful, to be candid.

In 2015, researcher Julia Rozovsky and her team were assigned by Google’s “People 
Operations Department” to Project Aristotle, a long-term study on team effective-
ness- named for Aristotle’s belief that a team is greater than the sum of its parts [34]. 
The researchers first examined what distinguished a “team” from a work group, 
determining that the former is highly interdependent—a team needs each other to 
get work done [35]. Next, effectiveness was measured in four ways: executive evalu-
ation of the team, team leader evaluation of the team, team member evaluation of 
the team, sales performance against quarterly quota [35]. Rozovsky’s team conducted 
over 200 interviews with Google employees and looked at more than 250 attributes of 
over 180 Google teams and concluded that there are 5 dynamics of high-performing 
teams: psychological safety, dependability, structure and clarity, meaning of work and 
impact of work [36]. Psychological safety is an individual’s perception of taking an 
interpersonal risk, teams high in this are confident they will not be embarrassed or 
judged [35]. Dependability is about counting on teammates to do high quality work 
on time [35]. Structure and clarity are when goals, roles, and execution plans are clear 
[35]. The meaning of work is experienced when people feel their work is personally 
meaningful, drawing reasons which can vary among the team [35]. The impact of 
work is when there is a subjective judgment that an individual’s work is making a team 
fundamentally believe that the work they do matters [35]. Rozovsky’s team found that 
psychological safety was not just by far the most important of the five key dynamics, 
it was also the underpinning of the other four [36]. Teams with high psychological 
safety are not only less likely to develop interpersonal conflicts, they are also more 
likely to admit mistakes, to collaborate, to take on new roles and more likely to har-
ness the power of diverse ideas [36]. Rozovsky’s conclusions are not simply predictors 
of improved contentment among colleagues; psychologically safe teams make more 
money and are rated twice as effective by executives [36].

Edmonson is very clear about what psychological safety is not: it is not about 
being nice or lowering standards. Psychological safety is about the climate of the team 
atmosphere; there is a focus on the personality of team more than any individual. 
Although trust is a part of psychological safety, Edmondson warns there are a few dis-
tinctions to be made. The first is that trust is between individuals where psychological 
safety is about a team. The second is that psychological safety is about mutual respect; 
people can be themselves. Creating a place where people can be themselves does not 
mean it is a place without accountability or standards. Lastly, trust is something that 
can indicate future actions—one may “trust” that their colleagues are going to do 
what they say they are going to do while psychological safety focuses on the moment, 
such as when one admits to a mistake or presents an unconventional idea in a discus-
sion. We can see that psychological safety is defined by trust and respect but also by 
standards of excellence [37].

5.1 Why a lack of psychological safety hurts the culture

Rozovsky found that taking a risk around your team would be something simple, 
but she asks her readers to reflect on team experiences and how employees and team 
members err on the side of “playing it safe” for self-protection [36]. She states that 
individuals are reluctant to engage in behaviors that can negatively influence how oth-
ers perceive their competence [36]. An individual might choose to not ask a clarifying 
question, or avoid challenging their boss with a different strategy because they fear 
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negative judgment and retribution. This is only emphasized in hierarchies where the 
most influential and loudest voices are at the top. Research in neuroscience shows 
that fear consumes physiological resources, diverting them from parts of the brain 
that manage working memory and process new information [37]. This in turn impairs 
analytic thinking, creative insight, and problem solving. So not only is learning 
inhibited by fear but it also creates obstacles to asking for help and trying new things. 
Edmondson states it also affects employee satisfaction, hierarchy specifically, the fear 
it creates when not handled well, reduces psychological safety. Research shows that 
lower-status team members generally feel less safe than higher-status members as 
we are constantly assessing our relative status, monitoring how we stack up against 
others, again mostly subconsciously. Further, those lower in the status hierarchy 
experience stress in the presence of those with higher status [37].

Rozovsky and Edmondson highlight that psychological safety is imperative for 
effective teams and successful organizations. Two case studies will demonstrate the 
impact of psychological safety’s presence and absence.

5.2 Volkswagen

Volkswagen, a globally-recognized German automotive company founded in 1937 
had a 2022 revenue of $295.7B and assets of $638B [38]. In 2015, in a scandal called 
“diesel dupe”, the United States Environmental Protection Agency reported that 
Volkswagen cars sold in America featured software known as “defeat devices” that 
could detect when they were being tested for emissions and subsequently change their 
performance to pass the tests. Over 480,000 cars in the U.S. featured these “devices,” 
workarounds that allowed emissions over forty times above standard regulations. 
Volkswagen eventually admitted that about 11 million cars worldwide were fitted with 
defeat devices [39].

How could a company with so much capital not start over but rather risk its 
reputation? Would not it appear inefficient to spend time cheating and risking fines? 
There was a massive marketing campaign in the United States that was touting low-
emitting vehicles and this led to pressure that fostered an environment not where peo-
ple felt safe to say they needed to start over to comply with the regulations but instead 
to cheat around them [39]. The resulting controversy has damaged Volkswagen’s 
reputation and financial standing as a major player in the automotive industry. In 
2020, the company was fined upwards of $25B with not only more expected but also 
indictments of senior executives, including charges for the CEO, Martin Wilterkorn, 
in the U.S. and Germany. Volkswagen recalled 8.5 million cars in Europe, including 
2.4 million in Germany, 1.2 million in the UK, and 500,000 in the U.S. [39]. How did 
a lack of psychological safety cause this automotive giant to post its first quarterly loss 
in 15 years of $2.6B? [39].

As all information of “diesel dupe” came to fruition, it was clear that top-level 
officials were insistent on the cheating to happen and that the company culture lacked 
space for people to share their concerns or even to collaborate on ideas to fix a long-
term problem. As CEO Winterkorn was, in the words of one journalist, “a notorious 
micromanager—he was known for carrying a micrometer with him, so he could 
personally measure VW parts and tolerances down to the hundredth of a millimeter—
and an imperious martinet” [40]. Reuters interviewed five former VW executives 
that told of a management style under Winterkorn that fostered a climate of fear and 
authoritarianism that went unchecked partly due to a company structure. Professor 
Ferdinand Dudenhöffer, automotive expert at the University of Duisburg-Essen, 



81

Why Fear Crushes Your Culture
DOI: http://dx.doi.org/10.5772/intechopen.1001049

shared that the culture and organizational structure of Volkswagen are not compa-
rable to other German automotive companies, such as Daimler or BMW, and that 
employees at Volkswagen talked of a special pressure [41]. In a New York Times article, 
David Bach, of Yale School of Management, concluded that Volkswagen became a 
place where subordinates were not only fearful of contradicting their superiors but 
also afraid to admit failure which he attributes to a self-righteousness [42]. Emanuela 
Montefrancesco, a Volkswagen engineer, described a hard-charging work culture 
where highly educated and motivated engineers competed for approval and promo-
tion culture, too often failing to stand up to say: “I won’t do this. I cannot. I am sorry” 
[42]. Such reticence to voice disagreement and thereby risk retribution indicates a 
lack of psychological safety at Volkswagen.

The new Volkswagen Chief Executive, Herbert Diess, plans to use more transpar-
ency, a more open culture of discussion, more accountability, and greater tolerance of 
errors [43]. You can simply look at Volkswagen’s current website “The Foundations of 
The Group’s Values”, which illustrates their desire to cultivate Diess’ desired culture. 
The first three values listed are responsibility, honesty and bravery [44]. Responsibility is 
defined by taking on social responsibility and paying attention to the environmental 
compatibility of the products and processes and dedication to improving them. 
Honesty is by doing the right thing when no one is watching, highlighting that they 
are not afraid of hierarchies and to share thoughts openly. Bravery demonstrates 
a focus on letting go and thinking afresh [44]. We can connect this articulation of 
Volkswagen’s values to Edmondson’s definition of psychological safety: interpersonal 
risk taking, sharing ideas without judgment, and a place where people are not fearful 
of being candid [33]. Volkswagen is searching to cultivate what they so deeply lacked 
before: psychological safety.

5.3 Pixar

Pixar Animation Studio, an American computer animation studio and successful 
subsidiary of The Walt Disney Company, released its first movie, Toy Story, in 1995 
and has grossed more than $14.7B globally [45]. In creative environments, which are 
demanding and high stakes, there needs to be a high quantity of ideas presented in 
order to have a blockbuster. CEO Ed Catmull cultivates a culture of transparency and 
feedback—benchmarks of psychological safety. Psychological safety is the antidote 
to fear and essential for creative environments. In order to come across an industry 
changing idea, there needs to be several ideas.

Catmull believes that in a fear-based, failure-averse culture, people will avoid 
risk, whether consciously or unconsciously. In this type of environment, innovative 
work cannot take place. One approach or remedy is to have leaders talk about mistakes 
which then makes it safe for others to do so. In his book, Creativity, Inc., Catmull 
explains that “in a fearless culture, (or as fearless as nature will allow), people will be 
much less hesitant to explore new areas, identifying uncharted pathways and then 
charging them down” which allows them to be decisive and know when to reboot 
[46]. Catmull believes the hallmark of a healthy creative culture is that its people feel 
free to share ideas, opinions, and criticisms. That decision-making is better when 
teams draw upon the collective knowledge and unvarnished opinions of the group. 
He states that candor is the key to collaborating effectively [46]. Lack of candor leads 
to dysfunctional environments. So how can a manager ensure that his or her working 
group, department, or company embraces candor? Catmull has integrated two feed-
back concepts at Pixar that are glowing examples of psychological safety in action: 
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“the Braintrust” which takes place before a script is finalized and “postmortem” 
which takes place after a film is released.

Pixar relies on a candor-based mechanism known internally as “the Braintrust” 
to push each other toward excellence and away from mediocrity. Catmull describes 
this institutional practice as “our primary delivery system for straight talk. Braintrust 
meets every few months or so to assess each movie we’re making. Its premise is simple: 
put smart, passionate people in a room together, charge them with identifying and 
solving problems, and encourage them to be candid. The Braintrust is not foolproof, 
but when we get it right, the results are phenomenal” [47]. Catmull is adamant this 
feedback system is different for two reasons—the group is composed of people 
who have been through the creative storytelling process themselves, and there is no 
hierarchical authority [46]. Unlike at Volkswagen, Pixar directors are able to indepen-
dently determine the feedback they take—nothing is mandated. Catmull stresses the 
importance that candor is only valuable if the person is willing to hear it [46].

The trajectory of a film production changes multiple times over many years. 
In a high stress and high production environment, people move onto their next 
projects once a film is completed. But Catmull believes that at Pixar, “postmortems” 
are crucial for exploration of what did and did not work, and that companies, like 
individuals, do not become exceptional by believing they are exceptional but by 
understanding the ways in which they are not exceptional [46]. When teams are in 
the middle of production, it is hard to think about lessons learned from the process. 
Postmortems provide opportunities for those, both people embedded in the process 
and those on the outside, to get a high-level view on takeaways from the experience. 
Postmortems indicate that a commitment to transparent feedback does not just help 
motivate creativity, it also creates a safe place where personal frustrations can be 
shared so that resentment is not carried into other projects [46].

While Volkswagen is working to cultivate a culture where people will take 
employee feedback to innovate instead of succumbing to pressure to cheat, Pixar’s 
culture of psychological safety is seen throughout their entire process. Pixar does 
not only emphasize the importance of feedback during the production cycle with 
Braintrust but also works to capture post-production learning lessons in postmor-
tems, which would allow project team members, and others, to play a part in honest 
feedback. This focus on psychological safety multiple times in a project cycle normal-
izes feedback and gives employees the ability to take learning lessons into future 
projects. This success is demonstrated in some of the world’s greatest movies such as 
Toy Story, Frozen and Finding Nemo—of which each had improvements to the initial 
script. These case studies demonstrate the negative impact of fear and its antidote: 
psychological safety.

6. Conclusion

We cannot escape this fact: fear is simply a part of life. While perhaps unavoid-
able, it is evident that the many contributory fear factors can be managed. Leaders 
and organizations control the conditions within the workplace that wreak havoc on 
employees. This control begets responsibility; a responsibility to reduce fear at work 
and to build psychological safety for their teams and organization. Leaders who 
express anger, frustration, and impatience may drive their employees into states of 
fear and survival. The dynamic twenty-first century workplace requires that we not 
only recognize and understand the role of fear but that we also work to overcome 
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the embedded culture of fear that many organizations seemingly embrace. We have 
shown that though fear may be unavoidable, it is worth actively managing organiza-
tional culture. Specifically, leaders can embrace psychological safety, encourage effec-
tive feedback, and implement best practices that support learning and growth (for 
both employees and the organization). Candor, creativity, and reflective transparency 
can help to establish norms that work against the fears that contemporary workplace 
conditions often breed.

This chapter offers perspective on some of the norms that are both drivers of fear 
and driven by fear-based assumptions that employees and managers bring to work. 
Giving and receiving feedback is often feared. But we have argued that it is also 
essential—without the trust necessary to evaluate and assess each other, colleagues 
are unlikely to develop the psychological safety that makes teams and organizations 
successful. Similarly, fear at work not only minimizes the likelihood of “success” in 
terms of raw productivity, it (perhaps more importantly) diminishes the likelihood 
of work being meaningful for employees. In other words, fear inflicts avoidance, 
withdrawal, and emotional pains that negate the potential fulfillment of work.

While we have focused on feedback and psychological safety as key factors in 
understanding the role of fear at work, there are many other avenues and cases that 
need additional research. For instance, the COVID-19 pandemic and its associ-
ated destabilization of life provides a tremendous case study for illuminating the 
antecedents and consequences of fear in the workplace. Future research should 
include more nuanced measures of employee well-being in the immediate context of 
workplace fear: how do workers offset or counterbalance fear factors that jeopardize 
their well-being? The study of fear in the context of organizational behavior also 
stands to benefit from better understanding how and why organizations collectively 
act out of fear, or even the impact of cumulative fear on corporations’ public percep-
tion, business strategy, and longevity in the market. Better understanding how fear 
informs individuals’ and groups’ experiences at work can generate opportunities for 
improving the workplace for all. As an antidote to fear, we recommend further study 
and implementation of psychological safety as a concept and practice.
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the Creative Commons Attribution License (http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/3.0), 
which permits unrestricted use, distribution, and reproduction in any medium, provided 
the original work is properly cited. 
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Chapter 6

Perspective Chapter: We expect 
Effective Leadership from 
Leaders, but is this the Case in 
Reality? Reframing a Much-Hyped 
Phenomenon by Investigating the 
Antithesis
Tom Karp

Abstract

Leaders too often cause problems that challenge the effectivity of society and 
organisations; they exhibit bad leadership. This is an under-communicated and under-
researched challenge, which is therefore investigated in the antithesis: What if leaders 
do not execute the effective leadership we expect of them, but quite the opposite, create 
problems and in-effectivity in the organisations they should serve? This is a more 
common challenge than many assume. Leadership is an inflated phenomenon that has 
somewhat distanced itself from organisational realities. There is, therefore, every reason 
to downscale the expectations of what can be achieved by leaders. This contribution is a 
nuanced analysis of leaders and their exercise of leadership. A powerful leadership indus-
try has its own interests in promoting only the positive effects of leadership, with little 
interest in addressing human fallibility within the field. Other perspectives and research 
methods are therefore needed to avoid losing credibility and legitimacy as a research 
field and a resource base for professional practice. Given the human and financial toll 
that fallible leaders take, the advice for organisations and institutions is to develop better 
policies, systems, and processes that weed out negative and destructive behaviour.

Keywords: leadership, leaders, antithesis, destructive, negative, ineffective, inflated, 
reality

1. Introduction

The aim of leadership should be to work towards solutions and the greater good, 
and bring about progress and development for nations, institutions, organisations, 
and individuals. According to Yukl, ‘Effective leadership at all levels of society and in 
all our organisations is essential for coping with the growing social, economic, and 
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environmental problems confronting the world. Learning to cope with these prob-
lems is not a luxury but a necessity’ ([1], p. 422). This premise, which has support 
among many scholars [2–6] and practitioners, implies that leadership is important. 
Day further [7] claimed that leadership explains more than 40 percent of the vari-
ance in organisational performance [8]. Avolio and colleagues argued that leadership 
interventions produced a 66 percent probability of achieving a positive outcome [9]. 
Others [10] have referred to evolutionary psychology as well as historical leaders and 
achievements in China, the Roman Empire, the Church, and military organisations in 
seeking to prove that leadership matters, as they assert that humans are biologically 
and psychologically conditioned for leadership and followership [11].

There is a tendency to attribute outcomes to people in salient positions [12]. An 
over-optimistic belief in leadership is also due to reverse attribution, wherein people 
seek to identify a leader thought to have caused success, even when arguments suggest 
otherwise. This has resulted in the construction of a seductive and overly positive 
research field and practice. This construction is supported by easy-to-sell concepts, 
tools, motivating TED-like talks, and a huge volume of best-selling books provid-
ing recipes for success. All are based on the thesis that leaders are important, and 
their exercise of leadership contributes to progress for nations, organisations, and 
individuals.

This may be the case, but to challenge a powerful stance, the antithesis is 
examined herein: What if leadership—and leaders—rather than helping to find 
solutions and provide progress, are sometimes the source of problems, inefficiency, 
and destructiveness? Numerous corporate scandals involving lying, cheating, 
larceny, and greed point to failure among leaders and justify such enquiry, as do 
reports of corporate lapses and catastrophes that conclude that the problems could 
be traced back to failures in leadership and a lack of appropriate leadership quality. 
Therefore, there are justified qualms about the quality of leaders and their exercise 
of leadership [13]. Within leadership studies, such perspectives are referred to as 
the dark side of leadership. The underlying assumption among many, however, 
is that the negative effects of leadership are an anomaly. It is striking how little 
leadership research has focused on the negative effects of leadership [14]. Scholars 
have been more concerned with studying leadership behaviours that should be 
encouraged than with researching negative, even unhealthy, aspects of leadership.

One could therefore argue that the field of leadership needs to be protected from 
itself and steadily increasing self-confidence, which is not always justified. The cur-
rent scholarly leadership field exaggerates what can be achieved through leadership 
and downplays its negative aspects. Consequently, a more sober analysis of leadership 
and its contribution to society and organisations is needed. In this respect, business 
schools play an important role in challenging the leadership industry, which has a 
vested interest in hyping leadership. Further, researchers need a greater focus on 
realities rather than ideals, as we need to know more about leadership in complex, 
lived, everyday organisational realities. The study of leadership should also take a 
greater interest in human fallibility and discuss the under-researched and under-
communicated darker sides of leadership.

This chapter is conceptual and draws on literature from critical theory and studies 
of managerial work and leadership practice. It is structured as follows: First, the 
worrying signals that suggest that there are frequent problems with the exercise of 
leadership are discussed. Second, examples of the problem-creating behaviour of 
leaders, a behaviour more common than one should think, are elaborated. Third, 
corrective measures are suggested. Lastly, the chapter concludes with the contention 
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that the antithesis discussed herein needs to be taken more seriously if the leadership 
field is to advance and contribute solutions and progress to societal and organisational 
challenges.

2. Unhealthy and unproductive work environments

Studies on performance indicate that many leaders are ineffective, incompetent, or 
even complete failures [15–17]. They may bully and abuse power, acts that are poten-
tially damaging to employees’ health [18]. Bullying from leaders is the greatest source 
of unhappiness among employees and leads to higher rates of sickness leave and 
resignation [19]. A Norwegian study suggests that up to 3 percent of employees report 
they are bullied by people in leadership roles at work [20]. Further, approximately 25 
percent of employees stated that their effectiveness at work was impaired due to bul-
lying by leaders. According to approximately 20 percent of respondents, this bullying 
reduced their job satisfaction [14]. It is difficult to assess whether such figures are 
generally representative, but there is reason to think that they are. Evidently, situ-
ational factors obviously influence such an analysis. It is a leader’s role to exert influ-
ence and authority, but finding socially acceptable ways of exerting authority while 
exercising consistent leadership seems to be difficult in many cultures [21]. Moreover, 
it is well documented that power corrupts [22–24].

There is also evidence that only 30 percent of organisations experience a healthy 
work environment [25, 26]. Employee satisfaction surveys indicate that dealing with 
one’s immediate superior is the most stressful part of one’s job [27, 28]. Most impor-
tant to work itself and closely linked to leaders’ actions—or lack thereof—are control 
and autonomy over one’s own job, given leaders’ micromanagement and excessive 
control. A lack of job control affects mental health and physical health outcomes. For 
a subordinate, not being able to influence one’s own work environment is stressful 
and a source of powerlessness, regardless of the jobholder’s salary or formal status 
[29–31]. Therefore, job autonomy is one of the most important predictors of job 
satisfaction and work motivation and is frequently ranked higher even than pay [32].

The consequences of the above shortcomings have a negative influence on subor-
dinates’ working attitudes [33] and lead to increased depression, stress, insecurity, 
and fear [34]; decreased task performance, satisfaction, and well-being [35]; poorer 
leader–subordinate relationships [36]; increased work conflict [37] and turnover 
[33]; and decreased organisational commitment [38]. Contextual and situational fac-
tors obviously affect the behaviour of both leaders and subordinates. Consequently, 
the antithesis is not only due to the leaders themselves. Evidently, contextual, and 
situational factors also trigger destructive behaviour in both leaders and subordinates, 
and place constraints on what leaders can achieve; however, this is a question of 
degree and frequency. Achieving operational excellence is a massive challenge for 
most organisations [39] and is even more challenging when leadership is ineffective.

3. Constraints to effective leadership

Unhealthy and unproductive work environments are often due to a lack of high-
quality leadership raw material—the people who are attracted by and recruited to 
leadership positions. There is a relationship between a desire for power and advance-
ment to leadership positions [40, 41]. However, here we find a double-edged sword. 
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Some of the forces driving leaders to seek power may also be destructive [42]. 
Qualities that may be important for leaders also contain elements of psychoticism 
[43]. This includes traits such as aggression, egocentrism, and narcissism [44]—even 
sadistic traits [45]. Personality research indicates that narcissism, paranoia, and 
character deviation influence how leadership is played out [46], and a ‘dark triad’ per-
sonality refers to the toxic cocktail of narcissism, Machiavellianism, and psychopathy 
[47]. These qualities can propel leaders forward, but they may also be associated with 
personality disorders and ineffective leadership.

The aforementioned traits, individually and collectively, produce dysfunctional 
leaders who may act destructively and tyrannically and are likely to engage in micro-
management. Leadership positions thus seem to appeal to individuals with self-cen-
tred, status-obsessed, emotionally cold, and aggressive personalities. Dysfunctional 
personality types are disproportionately represented in executive positions [48], as 
these positions offer large opportunities for personal gain and privileges, while the 
risks of loss are correspondingly small.

People not suited for leadership should obviously not be recruited to positions 
of power, but search and selection processes may be flawed. A lack of competence 
among recruiters is one reason for this [49]. Findings also indicate that candidates 
who are extroverted and confident are more often recruited than those who are 
humble, introverted, and realistic about the challenges of a leadership job [50]. It 
is thus a paradox that when organisations are recruiting leaders, they often want 
individuals who are energetic and able to accomplish a lot, can make tough deci-
sions, possess self-confidence, and be strong [44]. Paradoxically, these are the 
same characteristics found in people with a high degree of narcissistic traits [51].

However, as many leaders learn to hide such traits, they remain undetected by 
the people who employ them [52], as many recruitment and selection processes 
overly focus on the positive aspects of leadership. In general, organisations seem 
to have great self-confidence in their ability to find the right leadership candidates. 
However, this self-confidence is not always justified [53]. Search and selection 
processes strive to predict the future performance of leaders, and it is estimated by 
some scholars that leaders are mis-employed in as much as 50 percent of cases [54, 
55]. Mathematicians’ simulations even suggest that the base rate of leader incompe-
tence is between 50 and 75 percent, leading researchers to suggest that organisations 
sometimes would be better off choosing leaders by pulling names from a hat than 
from an evaluation process [56].

There are constraints to effective leadership in most organisations [50, 57, 58]. 
Leaders work under difficult framework conditions. They often must function in 
unclear roles and survive hectic workdays with cross-pressures, resource scarcity, 
target conflicts, stress, and friction. Leaders at the lower, middle, and top levels in both 
the private and public sectors often face high performance pressures, hectic and long 
workdays, time pressure, uncertainty, pressure to constantly change, restructuring 
requirements, emotionally charged situations that they must deal with, and difficulties 
that they must resolve. They also need to manage scarce resources and tight budgets. 
They often have many stakeholders to attend to and may experience conflicts between 
goals and means. They need to balance stability with change, short-term goals with 
long-term visions, and organisational development while launching new strategic ini-
tiatives. Therefore, few leaders have the knowledge, skills, and abilities needed to cope 
with such a wide range of tasks and challenges, and most work against the odds [59].

Thus, we ought to lower expectations and not always expect effective leadership 
from leaders; instead, we should, as a minimum, expect leaders not to create problems 
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and ineffectiveness in organisations by abusing power, bullying, creating unhealthy 
work environments, or otherwise exhibiting destructive behaviour. If it is the case 
that ineffective behaviour from leaders is taking place more often than expected, the 
more interesting enquiry, then, is why does the leadership community still cling to the 
thesis that leadership is effective, important, and positive, and under-research and 
under-communicate the antithesis?

4. A powerful leadership industry that clings to the ideals

Not surprisingly, there are stakeholders with a vested interest in keeping alive the 
thesis that leadership is important while inflating the importance of leaders. This 
applies to the leaders themselves, as well as to the boards on which they sit, leadership 
developers, management consultants, head-hunters, leadership researchers, and busi-
ness schools. There is a powerful leadership industry sweet-talking leadership, which 
makes a living claiming that leadership is important [60, 61]. During the last 30 years 
or so, a ‘global theory industry’ has emerged with powerful players [62]. The players 
are reputable business schools and large international consulting companies. They 
partly live off developing and selling new theories, solutions, methods, and tools to 
leaders. Further, they inflate the importance of leaders leading and the importance of 
organisations selecting the right leaders, as well as paying them well.

In academia, the focus on leadership is relatively new. The 1990s saw increased 
attention to leadership, whereas before then, organisations were administered or 
managed [13]. Over the last 30 years, the number of scientific articles on leadership in 
international journals has exploded. Leadership research is often normative; that is, it 
focuses on what leaders should do but says less about what they actually do—the mun-
dane, everyday activities leaders often spend most of their time on. This is perhaps 
due to a need to justify the field of study and gain academic recognition, as well as to 
the implicit assumption that leadership is regarded as important. It may also be due to 
tactical reasons for ambitious researchers to publish articles that support normative 
models and the theses related to these models. Leadership is thus an intellectually 
weak field due to ideological undertones and methodological reductionism [57]. The 
field struggles to gain academic recognition. There is little agreement about theoreti-
cal frameworks in the field; there are no generally accepted universal theories that can 
be tested, and methodologies and analytical techniques are not always sufficiently 
rigorous. Further, the large number of leadership gurus, superficial concepts, and 
airport bestseller-style publications do little to enhance the seriousness of the field.

In much of the leadership literature, in MBA courses, and in leadership develop-
ment programmes, leadership is commonly presented as an ordered and controllable 
activity, but such assumptions are of limited use in real-life situations, where leaders 
must cope with many demands, as well as complexity, and uncertainty. Leaders 
commonly operate in stressful environments with conflicting expectations, and their 
work is more likely to be characterised by reacting to events, fragmentation, and 
a hectic pace than by order [63]. Thus, there is a gap between the normative ideals 
presented in the leadership literature and the reality faced by many leaders. People, 
however, seem to want the ideals; they want their leaders to be good people who work 
for the common good. Fairhurst and Connaughton exemplified this misconception by 
arguing that ‘leadership actors are reflexive practitioners who shape and are shaped 
by realities they co-create. They also have the capacity for morally grounded, relation-
ally responsive action as they account for their actions to themselves and others’ [64].



Organizational Behavior – Negative Aspects

94

One may argue that leadership is ultimately a moral endeavour [65], especially 
as the activity involves the use of power, to which one needs bulwarks in the form 
of moral and ethical reflection. Belonging to a species whose members justify their 
actions morally, people, including leaders, commonly think of themselves as good and 
their behaviour as defensible, even when these propositions are objectively dubious 
[66]. Consequently, in much of the literature, the authors frame leadership as some-
thing good or, at least, effective. Thus, leadership is used, at least subconsciously, as 
a ‘hallelujah’ word. Leaders do good things, many seem to assume. They help people 
and organisations develop. In the leadership literature, we will therefore not read so 
much about leaders doing bad leadership [67].

The bulk of the leadership literature, therefore, provides an abundance of 
success stories about business leaders, tech entrepreneurs, and political leaders. It 
would be fine if such an understanding of leadership reflects reality, but often it 
does not. First, other perspectives on leadership fade into the background, crowded 
out by the volume of feel-good literature, TED-like talks, and glossy leadership 
concepts. Second, the understanding that leadership is always effective is self-rein-
forcing and leads many to look for facts that confirm preconceived assumptions. 
Third, the search for efficient leadership creates unrealistic expectations of what 
leaders can achieve. Lastly, there are leaders, as argued herein, who do not practice 
effective leadership; thus, we cannot say that leadership is always effective. Since 
leaders have the power and opportunities to make a difference in people’s lives, we 
certainly want them to be people with good qualities, and this leads to attribution. 
Many, therefore, cling to the hope that leaders are good people who want to achieve 
the best for the community or society. People need the illusion, but the wish to 
identify goodness in leadership sometimes clouds reality.

5. A failure to address human fallibility

Leaders, like most others, are fallible; they are not always perfect, good, effective, 
and able to work for the greater good. Steinbeck, the Nobel Prize-winning author, wrote 
that human societies tend to share universal descriptions of good and bad human quali-
ties, yet in some societal contexts, the people who possess those so-called ‘bad’ qualities 
are successful, while those who possess the ‘good’ qualities fail [68, p. 80]. The author 
further writes, ‘perhaps no other animal is so torn between alternatives. Man might be 
described fairly adequately, if simply, as a two-legged paradox’ [68, p. 80].

Errare humanum est, one says in Latin, ‘to err is human’. This applies to leaders, 
but in the literature, the focus is rarely on ‘to err’ and not always even on ‘human’ but 
on superhuman strengths and potential. One may find support in the tendency of 
human societies and their institutions to fragment into a Hobbesian view of society 
with competing groups, leaving people all too ready to adopt prejudices and pursue 
quarrels, disputes, and even feuds [69]. Human beings have the intellectual and 
cultural capacity to form functioning societies, institutions, and organisations, but 
they frequently fail to use this capacity properly. The result is societies torn apart by 
war, violence, crime, dissension, and inequality, and organisations ruined by destruc-
tiveness, power struggles, inefficiency, miscommunication, and disorder. Scholars 
struggle to understand why this is the case, variously appointing blame to nature, 
nurture, government, politics, leaders, short-sightedness, greed, and selfishness. 
Human beings obviously have predispositions to cooperate, to discriminate between 
the trustworthy and the treacherous, to be trustworthy, to earn good reputations, to 
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exchange goods and information, and to organise work that needs to be done [70]. 
The human mind also has the ability to build social cooperation and create positive 
human interactions. In fact, cooperativeness may be said to be the very hallmark of 
being human and what sets us apart from other species [71]. Obviously, most leaders 
have the intellect, instincts, and temperament to foster the greater good, progress, 
and effective work environments, whereas others foster self-interest, conflict, and 
antisocial behaviour. Therefore, most leaders—as well as their subordinates—are far 
more nuanced than they appear in the bulk of the leadership literature.

One can obviously choose to disregard leadership as a discipline altogether and 
instead study and practice administrative behaviour. Disregard the last 30 years of 
leadership hype. According to Kellerman ([60], p. 200), ‘Leadership is in danger of 
becoming obsolete’ [72]. If leaders and their poor performance of leadership are the 
source of problems, not the providers of solutions, the remedy may be to eliminate the 
leader profession altogether and organise alternative decision-making and coordina-
tion mechanisms, such as self-governing groups, autonomous organisations, and 
shared or distributed leadership. However, this is easier said than done. Leadership is 
strongly tied to our cultural web and is connected to human psychology and biology. 
There will always be leaders. It is therefore valid to maintain an interest in leadership 
and leaders, as they often have an impact, one way or the other, on other people’s lives.

6. Challenging the dominating positive leadership narrative

Hegelian dialectic comprises the thesis, the antithesis, and the tension between 
the two being resolved by means of synthesis [73]. The thesis within most leader-
ship research and practice is that leaders are instrumental for ensuring progress in 
organisations, institutions, and societies. There is obvious support for such a claim, 
although the evidence is not as solid as many have argued. The antithesis is that lead-
ers do not always provide progress; on the contrary, they create problems, destruc-
tiveness, and in-effectivity in organisations and societies. Obviously, one may argue 
that studies indicating such behaviour are merely anecdotal rather than representative 
evidence, but this is not a productive way forward. Instead, we should challenge the 
dominating narrative told and sold by the leadership community.

One obvious solution is to promote critical thinking. Reading critical theory would, 
of course, not guarantee that leaders behave better, but critical perspectives are poten-
tially far-reaching in the study and practice of leadership [74]. Critical thinking raises 
several relevant leadership issues in contemporary organisations and societies. Examples 
are power/identity dialectics, elite problems, simplistic notions of ‘leader’ and ‘follower’, 
and differences and inequalities in organisations in the form of gender, ethnicity, class, 
age, disability, faith, and national origin. Critical perspectives also challenge an impor-
tant premise: that leadership is associated with membership in an elite, handpicked 
group of people who share specific attributes that they can learn/develop and thereby 
are destined to govern others. This idea is particularly rooted in the grooming place for 
most leaders, the leadership education and development community.

Business schools are important players in the production of leadership research 
and theory, beyond being the source of education preferred by many leaders. The 
doorway to knowledge matters. Business schools have received much criticism in 
recent years. In particular, there is a call for many schools to better connect them-
selves to the realities of the organisational world and resist the urge to invent an 
abstract world that they find more attractive—a temptation that goes back to the 
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ancient interplay of Platonic and Aristotelian approaches to the world. This is for 
reasons that are methodical, as well as financial and strategic. The elephant in the 
room in this discussion is financial; there is less money to be made on teaching the 
antithesis than on marketing, educating, and researching the positive effects of 
leadership. In 2011, the American Association of Business estimated that there were 
around 13,000 business schools in the world employing huge numbers of people and 
graduating large volumes of students leaving campuses with business, management, 
or leadership-related degrees. In 2013, the top 20 US MBA programmes charged at 
least 100,000 USD. Parker (2018) thus estimated that business schools globally have 
an income of at least 400 billion USD [75]. We can further add the market for accredi-
tation agencies, textbooks, scientific journals, and conferences. In 1970, Illich argued 
that business schools have become places that hoard knowledge and then distribute it 
to reward those who can pay and conform to certain expectations [76].

The radical solution is to dismantle the business schools in their present forms 
altogether and reimagine schooling as a web of communication, cooperation, and 
peer-to-peer learning, without the professors, certificates, and degrees. Technology 
development already assists in such a shift, as more and more courses are distributed 
online and made cheaper and even free of charge. Schools are, therefore, already 
shifting their strategic focus to adapt to this change. However, business schools will, 
of course, not let go of their revenues or their monopoly on research-based knowl-
edge. Given that most schools are pragmatic institutions and instrumental in their 
decision-making, if sources of funding from central government bodies, supra-
national institutions, and research bodies are directed towards business schools to 
provide more nuanced perspectives, the schools will realign their strategies.

Further, much research has been pursuing the wrong kind of relevance: primarily 
relevance to business organisations and their effectiveness rather than relevance to the 
complex problems that matter to society and work environments. Why study leader-
ship at all if the objective is simply to predict business effectiveness? All that time and 
money spent on studying and practicing leadership is for nothing if leadership does 
not have a positive impact on people, organisations, and society. Revised research 
strategies and directions therefore need to include fresh thinking about the value of 
leadership and leaders. This applies to problems that stimulate better methods for 
selecting the most suited to lead, better transparency in organisations, and improved 
measures and standards for work force productivity, well-being, and health.

7. Addressing messy organisational realities

Much leadership research, teaching, and development has de-coupled itself from 
organisational realities. Consider the following statement from Burns:

I believe leadership is not only a descriptive term but a prescriptive one, embracing 
a moral, even a passionate, dimension. Consider our common usage. We do not call 
for good leadership—we expect, or at least hope, that it will be good. ‘Bad’ leadership 
implies no leadership. I contend there is nothing neutral about leadership; it is valued 
as a moral necessity ([77], p. 2).

By stating this, Burns disregarded many leaders from the leadership profession, 
as many of them do not embrace morality or passion or perform what he calls ‘good 
leadership’. He falls into the same trap as many others. They idealise leaders because 
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they need to believe in something bigger than themselves. When somebody is given 
power and the right to govern others, people would like that person to be a person 
who adheres to ideals and morals and uses the given power wisely, fairly, and justly.

Two decades ago, Starkey and Madan sparked a debate over whether the predomi-
nance of an overly academic and theoretical mode of knowledge production has given 
rise to a relevance gap between research and the organisations that such research 
should serve, and ultimately whether leadership research is reproducing itself [78]. 
A large volume of leadership studies is based on quantitative analyses using question-
naires in which a limited number of variables are examined, leading to reductionism 
and simplistic casual explanations that are often distant from organisational reality. 
When Lowe and Gardner summarised the research methods used in empirical articles 
in the first 10 years of the journal The Leadership Quarterly, they found that 64 per-
cent of them used a questionnaire-based approach [79]. A later analysis of the second 
10 years confirmed the same trend [80]. Kaiser et al. concluded that most leadership 
research concerns how individual leaders are perceived and provides less data about 
the actual process of leadership [81]. Researchers have, to a great extent, researched 
a population—leaders—that is tangible and easy to measure. There has been less 
research on the phenomenon—leadership—the processes, interactions, relationships, 
subordinates, and contextual and structural frameworks.

The remedies would, of course, complicate the work of researchers and obstruct 
the measurement, number crunching, and easy routes to being published. Studies of 
leadership should, at a minimum, be supplemented with methods that move out of the 
idealised world and study actual work practices, not loosely or disconnected representa-
tions. Research needs to refrain from dichotomies and tautologies and avoid packaging 
what may be a scattered and ambiguous set of behaviours and responses into a catego-
rised leadership concept. A more nuanced view of the role of leadership and the work of 
leaders would not lessen their significance. Leadership often matters, for good or for bad.

There is therefore a need to connect with the messy, complex, volatile, and uncer-
tain reality experienced in organisations, not some constructed hyper-reality mod-
elled in questionnaires or interviews with leaders themselves, in which they inflate 
their doings. Bryman noted that little has changed since Conger’s call for greater use 
of participant observation in the study of leadership, acknowledging that leadership 
studies are over-reliant on questionnaires [82, 83]. Since leadership studies over-
whelmingly focus on behaviour, the infrequent use of observation of interaction and 
lived experience is surprising. Such research would reveal the messy reality in which 
most leaders and subordinates operate and the gap between the idealised models and 
the everyday complexity they experience [84]. Moving leadership research forward 
will also require multidisciplinary and interdisciplinary efforts, as well as time-con-
suming in-depth studies. This explains why some researchers are reluctant to study 
leadership embedded in organisational reality, along with the fact that such data offer 
fewer opportunities for quantitative analysis that give their studies more ‘scientific’ 
packaging. As a research community, we know enough about the ideals; we need to 
know more about lived organisational realities and actual practices of leadership.

8. Darker sides of leadership complement the understanding

Bad leadership is not leadership, claimed Burns above [77], but this is not a sound 
argument. Bad leadership, in its many shades of grey or even black, is not uncommon, 
and it needs to be studied and understood. Specific research strands have addressed 
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destructiveness [85–88], toxic leadership [89–92], and the darker side of leadership 
in general [83, 93, 94]. Terms such as negative leadership [95], narcissistic leadership 
[96], abusive leadership [97], tyrannical leadership [33], derailed leadership [98], and 
unethical leadership [99] are also in use, spotlighting a lack of competence, character, 
and/or care by the leader. The common factor of such studies is that people in organ-
isations, including the leaders themselves, are not just conscious, highly focused, 
rational individuals. They are also subject to (often contractionary) wishes, desires, 
conflicts, defensive behaviours, and anxieties—some conscious, others beyond 
consciousness—but this is not a much-taken perspective within leadership studies. 
Even the most successful organisational leaders are prone to irrational behaviour, an 
anomaly often ignored by researchers.

Much of what goes on between people in organisations takes place in the intrapsy-
chic and interpersonal worlds of organisational members [100]. The underlying men-
tal activity and behaviour are therefore of interest, as well as the causes that influence 
human behaviour and the forces affecting people’s behaviour, preventing them from 
being effective. If we are to understand why leaders do not always engage in effective 
leadership, then we must understand the conflicts, protection mechanisms, tensions, 
and feelings that affect leadership behaviour. Darker sides of human behaviour make 
leaders misperceive situations and conversations and act in inappropriate ways. 
Disciplines such as psychodynamics, psychoanalysis, psychotherapy, developmental 
psychology, and neuropsychology contribute to an understanding of the above 
[101–103]. The premise is that a portion of the regulation of people’s behaviour takes 
place outside the domain of conscious awareness. This gives rise to defensive reac-
tions, innate response patterns, and scripts that in many cases have outlived their 
effectiveness. The result may be that people use different types of destructive behav-
iour in their interaction with others [104].

The above themes are under-researched and under-communicated in leadership 
studies. More research into the darker sides of leadership has the potential to provide 
a more comprehensive perspective of leadership, giving recruiters and organisations 
better support on how to deal with such issues. Research on the darker sides of leader-
ship has made much progress over the last two decades, but it is still a young field. 
Research is needed on more than destructive traits; we also need to study actual leader 
behaviour, rather than only follower perceptions, as well as contextual variables [105].

9. Conclusion

The field of leadership is inflated because of the somewhat infinite belief in the 
essentiality of leadership, while it is also the case that leaders cause problems and 
ineffectiveness. It may even appear that the darker, or at least grey, sides of leadership 
are often the norm, rather than the exception, in numerous organisations, institu-
tions, and societies. This is obviously troubling, both because of the challenges this 
creates and the formation of a scholarly field that has somewhat distanced itself from 
the reality that the field was intended to address. This mismatch has been under-
researched and under-communicated.

Of course, there are many leaders who do a good, even excellent, job, but it is 
difficult to assess the representativity of such people, given that research is overly 
focused on the positive effects of leadership and neglects its negative aspects. This is 
because there is a powerful leadership industry that has its own interests in promot-
ing positive leadership as well as the need to scientifically justify a growing and 
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important field of study. There is also little interest in addressing human fallibility 
within leadership studies, overshadowed by the assumption that leaders are good 
people without too many faults. Corrective actions are needed in this respect to 
avoid the loss of credibility and legitimacy as a research field and as a resource base 
for professional leadership practice. Otherwise, we will continue to nurture an elit-
ist field of study that lacks focus on what is really occurring in organisations, along 
with the influence of gender, culture, religion, and demographics, and the organisa-
tional, structural, and contextual realities. This will neither serve society as a whole 
nor the field as a research discipline or as a resource base for leaders.

The theoretical contribution herein is a nuanced analysis of leadership. Problem-
creating behaviour and destructiveness by leaders are more common than many 
assume. The present chapter also contributes to the debate about which research 
methods are best suited for studying leadership. Studying complex, lived organ-
isational realities is best achieved by an increased use of research methods such as 
ethnography, autoethnography, discourse analysis, action research and multi-method 
approaches. The challenge is that such methods, which may be demanding in terms of 
time and resources, are not always favoured by top journals, and are therefore easily 
down prioritised by researchers in pursuit of publications and citations.

For practitioners, given the human and financial toll that fallible leaders take, the 
advice for organisations and institutions is to develop better policies and systems that 
weed out those not suited for leadership. Further, they should instigate processes that 
institutionalise destructive-intolerant cultures, as well as increase the transparency 
and accountability of leadership to deal with, adjust for, and correct human fallibility. 
Accordingly, there is every reason to downscale the expectations of what leaders can 
achieve, at least within short timeframes, in organisations.
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Chapter 7

Techno-Stress in Organization
Belal Panahi

Abstract

In today’s business world, technology is often a strong and influential driver of 
behavior, causing many challenges and stress to employees’ inner and performance, 
and it causes people’s nerves and insides to collapse and even provides conditions 
where people cannot really get the necessary peace for a long time. In this way, people 
may be victims of stressful factors that our ancestors only saw in their dreams. This 
problem, which is introduced as technology stress or techno-stress, arises due to 
dependence on technology, constant use of technological tools, and fear of lack of 
necessary technology. In this chapter, techno-stress is introduced and explained. The 
theoretical foundations of this concept are presented and its dimensions and com-
ponents are introduced. Also, the consequences of techno-stress are identified and 
important strategies for managing and controlling its effects are presented.

Keywords: stress, organization, techno-stress, organizational stressors, work roles

1. Introduction

The study of people in work environments has long been the focus of management 
and behavioral science thinkers, and with the emergence of the field of organizational 
behavior in the first years of the decade (1960s), more seriousness was done in this 
matter. Employees of any organization, according to the type of role and mission they 
have, need to master the cognitive, emotional, and social dimensions to provide qual-
ity work according to different job challenges. It should be said that in the job process, 
due to multiple work pressures, the performance and job satisfaction of employees 
may be affected [1].

Also, today, information technology is rapidly growing and expanding, and its 
consequences can have various effects on job performance [2]. Today, employees have 
access to technologies, such as the internet and office automation, but the amount 
of use of these tools is often excessive. The use of tools such as e-mail, blogs, the 
internet, and office automation are very low-cost and accessible methods and can be 
used to create and share knowledge culture [3]. Thus, we live in an age where technol-
ogy and the internet play a huge role, and this excessive interaction with technology 
makes self-regulation difficult. So, if you find yourself glued to your phone or con-
stantly following new technological developments, you may be a victim of technical 
stress; and this can have a serious impact on our mental health. We live in an age of 
unlimited technology. People are too focused on technology to disconnect from it, and 
the pressure to be available is taking a toll on our health.
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Although more and more features and apps allow users to control their online 
time, there is evidence that people cannot escape the pressures of technology. With 
the increasing use of smartphones and mobile applications, our dependence on 
technology has also increased significantly.

The use of electronic and computer technologies and systems enables an organiza-
tion to be more efficient in its core business and more useful in its functional areas. 
Employees must be able to use these systems or they may be left out. This constant 
pressure can increase work anxiety. Continuous training of new systems is necessary 
for many companies. This can cause techno-stress, which itself leads to lower employee 
performance in terms of job performance. The use of technology can also affect organi-
zational roles. When an organization uses new information systems, it can identify new 
organizational solutions, which in turn create new roles. Failure of employees to adapt 
to such changes also causes more tension and stress [4]. With the emergence of techno-
stress, organizations must learn how to reduce and manage it. Management can play 
an important role in the organizational environment and culture of an organization. 
Management factors have an effect on the level of stress and anxiety of employees.

2. Introducing organizational stressors and techno-stress

Perceived stress is one of the major problems of human society and countless 
people are involved with it. It seems that stress is a necessary component and an 
inevitable result of human interaction with the environment. Stress includes physical, 
mental, and emotional reactions that are experienced as a result of changes and needs 
in a person’s life. These changes can be big or small, and people’s responses to life 
changes are different. Positive stress can be a motivating factor while negative stress 
can occur when these changes and needs overwhelm the individual. Perceived stress 
is a psychological state or process during which people perceive their physical and 
psychological well-being as threatening. In other words, perceived stress is a person’s 
perceived abilities and confidence in facing environmental demands [5]. Events that 
can cause stress are called stressors. Providing an accurate and clear definition of 
stress is very difficult because everyone experiences it in a different way and each 
definition refers to a part of reality. Different theorists have used stress in differ-
ent ways. One of the common ways of defining stress is to consider it as a stimulus. 
Holmes and Rahe [6] consider stress as a stimulus that a person needs to adapt to [6]. 
Therefore, stress, as a stimulus, is any situation that has unusual and extraordinary 
requests and requires a change in a person’s current life pattern [7].

Several definitions related to stress have been provided by experts and experts in 
psychology and verbology, among which we mention the following:

• Stress is the feeling that a person feels that he/she is out of control.

• Stress is the uncertain human response to pressures.

• Lack of ability between pressures and one’s own abilities to deal with it is called stress.

• Stress is a condition or feeling in which a person perceptually believes that 
the sum of the demands and expectations that exist are beyond the facilities, 
resources, and capabilities that he/she has.

• Stress is the body’s physiological reaction that disturbs the psychological balance 
in the face of any change, threat, and external or internal pressure.
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Some stressful events such as exams, natural disasters, risky jobs, and divorce 
require a person to perform adaptive behaviors to cope with imposed environmental 
demands, and since adapting to such events is difficult and potentially dangerous, 
people get stressed [6]. Today, information technology in organizations is rapidly grow-
ing and expanding, which creates numerous jobs in all industrial and service sectors, 
of course, employment in them requires having the necessary expertise in the field of 
technology, which raises fears due to insufficient it brings benefits for employees [4].

Generally, stress can come from the environment (situational stress) or from the 
personal characteristics of a person (mental stress). Situational stress can originate 
from all issues in our life. At home, at school, and in mutual relationships with other 
people, we are exposed to a lot of stressors at work. Undoubtedly, all these various 
sources of stress pile up and add to our overall stress level. This means that the stress 
caused at home can add to the stress caused by work and vice versa. In the following, 
various sources of stress are examined.

2.1 Organizational sources of work stress: situational stressors

Most of the stress of the employees comes from the stressful factors of the organiza-
tional work environment. Part of this organizational stress comes from the work tasks 
themselves, such as the physical and psychological needs of performing tasks. Since 
work organizations are complex social systems in which a person must interact with 
countless people, organizational stress may arise from work roles. Therefore, various 
types of work relationships that must be created and implemented for the successful 
performance of work tasks can lead to stress. These two types of situational stress—task 
stress and work role stress—can be greatly reduced by management measures.

2.2 Stressors related to work duties

Job overload—A common source of stress is workload-related tasks that occurs 
when the performance of the task requires more speed, more production, or more 
concentration. Everyone believes that workload is one of the biggest factors of work 
stress. The research done on the burden of work shows that this characteristic of work 
is related to physiological indicators of stress such as increased blood cholesterol 
and increased heart rate, psychological stress, and finally low quality of work and 
job satisfaction. In fact, workload has been identified as a common source of stress 
for various occupations such as office workers, soldiers, air traffic controllers, and 
healthcare workers. While job overload can cause stress, having less work—below 
productivity—can also be stressful. Low productivity may occur when a worker feels 
that his job does not fully utilize all of his knowledge, skills, or abilities, or when the 
job is boring and monotonous. Some university graduates in low-level positions of 
administrative work or providing customer service may feel some stress due to the 
factor of low productivity and lack of use of their knowledge and skills [8].

2.3 Stressors related to work role

2.3.1 Job ambiguity

One of the potential sources of stress caused by the work role is job ambiguity, 
which occurs when different aspects of a job, such as its duties and requirements, are 
not clearly defined. Stress occurs when employees are not sure of their responsibilities 
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and duties. Sometimes job ambiguity is referred to as “job uncertainty.” This uncer-
tainty is the result of the lack of regular performance feedback that deals with how 
well or poorly the employees are doing. Research have concluded that supervisors can 
have a great impact on reducing job uncertainty by clarifying the roles and duties of 
subordinates. Understanding that job uncertainty has a negative effect on job satisfac-
tion highlights the importance of supervisors’ role in reducing uncertainty and stress 
resulting from it [9].

The conflict between roles can also become a source of the crisis. For example, an 
employee’s work may require long overtime that conflicts with the worker’s role in the 
family as a spouse or guardian. Or if the employee has to perform different roles in his 
work in such a way that the same issue may lead to stress.

2.3.2 Lack of control

Another important source of work stress is the feeling of lack of control, especially 
among low-level jobs or in structured organizations. Jobs that are completely limited 
and dominated by laws, so that workers cannot have any kind of influence on work 
decisions and the way the work environment works, are probably classified as stress-
ful jobs, especially for those workers who want to be effective in their work. Research 
have shown that providing a kind of power of control over the work environment in 
workers through methods such as paying attention to their opinion in the decision-
making process or making it possible to adjust their task map, reduces worker stress 
and increases job satisfaction. On the other hand, there are studies that believe that 
the feeling of not having control over one’s job may not be stressful for many workers, 
and it may be true that different types of workers are more or less sensitive to having 
the power to control one’s job. In fact, research results have shown that it is the special 
characteristics of the personality that determine whether a person is stressed or not 
due to the lack of control over his job.

2.3.3 Physical conditions of work

Physical conditions in the work environment are another organizational resource 
that leads to worker stress. Jobs that have to be done in high temperatures, loud 
noises, poor lighting, and poor ventilation can be quite stressful. Dangerous jobs 
that cause the worker to lose his health, or face the risk of death, or the possibility 
of amputation are other sources of work stress. Intrapersonal stress—Intrapersonal 
stress is one of the biggest sources of employee stress that arises from problems 
caused by interpersonal relationships. Such intrapersonal stress is one of those types 
of stress that almost every worker will deal with. Intrapersonal stress arises from 
problems in establishing and maintaining relationships with other people in the 
workplace. Having a harsh and critical boss with a directive management style will 
be stressful for any worker. In addition, intrapersonal stress arises when colleagues 
are in a conflict situation. For example, two employees have to work together when 
they should be considered for an important position. If both employees have to 
work together while competing for a position, their work may be extremely stress-
ful for both. There is evidence that organizational policies and power struggles can 
be an important source of stress caused by the work environment. The inability to 
get along with other workers, for whatever reason, is another very common source 
of workplace stress.
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2.3.4 Organizational change

Another source of organizational stress is changing. People are usually used to a 
certain work schedule and a certain work structure and show resistance to change. 
Most of us want everything to be stable and predictable. Stability in the work environ-
ment seems comfortable and reassuring. Therefore, it is not surprising if changes in 
the work organization cause stress. Some of the common situations of change that 
lead to labor stress are: company reorganization, merger, counter-merger, or takeover 
of another company, change in work systems and work technology, change in policy, 
and change in management or personnel. For example, research results show that 
physiological responses are stronger in new, unfamiliar, threatening, and challeng-
ing situations. Undoubtedly, an event similar to the organization in the company, or 
merger or takeover, is considered by many experts as a dangerous and stressful thing.

2.3.5 Performance appraisal

Performance appraisal is another source of stress in the organization. There are 
few people in the organization who want to be evaluated because evaluation is a test 
of people’s competence compared to others and a poor evaluation will have an impor-
tant effect on a person’s job [10].

2.4 Techno-stress

In relation to the activities related to new systems, it refers to the use of tech-
nology and new systems that involve the harm caused by the introduction of new 
technology into the work system [11]. The increasing use of computer systems in the 
“Information Age” with today’s advanced technology has undoubtedly changed many 
jobs. Many employees, from new employees to high-level managers and executives, 
spend most of their time in front of computer monitors. The technological revolution 
has helped to reduce some of the unpleasant aspects of the job. For example, a small 
number of workers today have to do monotonous or repetitive stressful tasks, because 
these boring and repetitive tasks are completed by computers. While modern technol-
ogy has reduced some sources of work stress, it has actually increased other stressors, 
and maybe even created new stressors. What are the stressors associated with the 
information age and which workers are likely to be most affected by them?

Technology-related stress has been named “techno-stress.” Techno-stress is 
expressed as stress caused by uncertainty resulting from technological changes. For 
example, a few decades ago, workers could start a job or learn a trade, and their job 
did not change significantly during their working period. But today, many workers 
are faced with jobs that constantly change along with changes in technology. In addi-
tion, job uncertainty may be stressful for workers whose work is suddenly computer-
ized or for workers who fear that their work will be jeopardized as their work becomes 
more computerized.

The research results show that the use of new technology has led to an extraordinary 
increase in employee stress. Technology-related stress may result from workload or 
underutilization of skills, lack of control over work, and lack of supervisory support. 
Such factors are often associated with jobs in which the employee must sit in front of a 
computer and work with the computer and data for hours on end without having suf-
ficient knowledge, or any knowledge at all, about the final application of the results.
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Low-level jobs in the field of information processing produce more stress than jobs 
such as supervision or professional jobs, due to the same stressful sources caused by 
technology. There is no doubt that the information age will continue and technologi-
cal change will be a constant feature of the workplace. As a result, such techno-stress 
is likely to be permanent. For this reason, creating appropriate methods to help work-
ers who deal with negative stress, will be a very important issue for an organization, 
regardless of the source of stress.

3. Theoretical foundations, dimensions, and components of techno-stress

3.1 Definition of techno-stress

What is techno-stress? Various definitions have been provided for techno-stress, 
which include: The stress caused by technology, which is one of the basic problems 
of today’s organizations, is called techno-stress. Techno-stress occurs as a result of 
dependence on technology or anxiety caused by uncertainty in connection with 
technology [12]. It is a type of stress caused by rapid changes in technology, resulting 
in an inability to meet changing competencies. Fatigue and mental stress are caused 
by the daily use of technology.

• An individual’s inability to cope with technology-related demands in the envi-
ronment. These demands may be considered technical uncertainties, technical 
insecurity, technical invasiveness, and technical complexity.

• An inability or imbalance resulting from the rapid introduction of new technologies, 
technological change, or exposure to or overuse of technology that may cause  
individuals to reject its use.

• A negative psychological response to technology use stems from the perception of a 
discrepancy between the resources and demands associated with the technology.

• It is a situation where a person has difficulty or inability to learn and use  
information and communication technologies.

• A condition in which people cannot adapt or cope with new computer technologies 
in a healthy way.

Techno-stress has been seen in different industries and occupations. The most 
common of them is in information technology jobs. In this context, businesses always 
restructure their work processes to appear more active and efficient, especially in 
the economic field. Even those who work professionally in the field of information 
technology are not safe from techno-stress. These employees both use technology 
and suffer from its risks. They learn how to deal with techno-stress by identifying the 
main roots of stress and applying practical solutions such as necessary training and 
increasing skills in this field [13].

The large volume of information on the internet has made a classification of 
information inevitable. Libraries have been struggling with this problem for years. 
Classifying and categorizing information is a very difficult task, even if we want 
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to use new technologies. Today, some organizations have made it possible for their 
employees to use new technologies in all their daily work in the workplace. This 
purposeful and forward-looking way of thinking has made the Berkeley University 
library one of the most advanced computer libraries. In recent years, many libraries 
have used this method. Paper catalogs have been replaced by computers that can be 
easily accessible to users and make it easier to research what they want. Of course, in 
the meantime, people and library staff have to filter a huge amount of data, which can 
cause stress [14].

Another industry that is affected by techno-stress is the education industry. In the 
past years, teachers have experienced a high level of techno-stress due to the continu-
ous use of new technology in schools. Teachers should be able to work with computers 
without any problems. They should be willing to accept technology in teaching their 
students. Using PowerPoint and active websites is normal for students in schools. 
Most students use computers and need to use new educational technology. Teachers 
who do not want to accept this problem get tired; this increases their techno-stress. 
Knowing that technology has a great impact on teachers, schools use strategies that 
can help teachers reduce their techno-stress. This includes more technology training, 
practice before using technology, changing teaching methods, and teaching how to 
manage the class [15].

Techno-stress affects an organization from three aspects: organizational, pro-
ductivity, and health [16]. Technology fatigue causes employees to lose their effec-
tiveness. Managing techno-stress can be difficult for an organization. Researchers 
examine how organizations deal with techno-stress. They propose methods and 
solutions based on which it is determined how organizations can manage technology 
in their organization in order to reduce techno-stress. Also, the identification and 
management of techno-stress increase the efficiency of the organization. Accordingly, 
if the level of techno-stress is high, it will be difficult for the organization to access 
and use technology. Employees of the organization must accept the new technology 
in order to work with it [16]. According to Researchers, techno-stress can lead to 
sleep problems and depression. These consequences also affect many other aspects 
of life such as work and family. The researchers also point out that techno-stress can 
cause mental and physical problems in employees, which causes inefficiency at work. 
Also, productivity is one of the main concerns of organizations. By using technology, 
organizations expect to increase their productivity levels. But if techno-stress also 
increases as a result of technology, productivity can be affected in various ways [16]. 
In general, it can be said that three important factors affecting techno-stress include 
managerial, technological, and personality factors [16].

3.2 Technological factors

Technology factors, such as high volume of technology, technology influx, tech-
nology complexity, technology insecurity, and uncertainty, can affect techno-stress. 
This factor is closely related to techno-stress [4].

3.3 Personality or personal factors

The individual characteristics of the user can affect the level of techno-stress that 
a person experiences. A person with strong computer skills and experience is likely to 
experience less techno-stress than someone who is computer literate.
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3.4 Management factors

High workload can lead to techno-stress as well as occupational stress. Ambiguity 
factors in the role, technical support, job security, and work communication can also 
affect techno-stress. These factors are classified in the management factor category [4].

4. Symptoms and consequences of techno-stress

Techno-stress is considered a new phenomenon in society and organizational 
culture. Techno-stress is the stress that a person experiences due to dependence on 
technology or anxiety caused by the uncertainty of communication with technology. 
This phenomenon reduces the productivity and performance of people in their work. 
This reduction in productivity lowers the success level of the organization. On the 
other hand, all types of technology, especially information technology, are changing 
rapidly, and as a result, organizations that do not update themselves lose the power 
to compete with other organizations. The use of new technologies can cause stress in 
employees and thus negatively affect job satisfaction [17].

As mentioned earlier, the term techno-stress refers to a person’s inability to cope 
with technology, which leads to distress. Decades after the development of technol-
ogy, there is now strong evidence that new technologies have an adverse effect on 
human health. From computing to data management and the internet, information 
and communication technologies (ICT) affects every aspect of life in the twenty-first 
century. The age-old boundaries between work and life blur as we venture into a 
remote world where it seems almost impossible to disconnect from what’s going on 
around us. How much does technology affect mental health? Do all the emails, social 
media notifications, and pings on your office messaging systems make you anxious 
or stressed? Does learning another new software cause you stress? Are the boundaries 
between home and work life blurred by technology? If so, you may be experiencing a 
phenomenon known as techno-stress, a term used to describe the negative psycholog-
ical impact that the use of new technologies can have on us, and how these negative 
impacts can lead to feelings of anxiety and mental fatigue.

Currently, scientific research on techno-stress shows that the negative psycho-
logical relationship with technology mainly manifests itself in two different ways: 
people’s anxiety in understanding and using new technology (technology anxiety), or 
excessive use of technology (technology addiction).

Techno-stress is different from traditional stress and is caused by technological 
changes. An individual’s inability to disconnect or keep up with the demands of new 
technology is a growing issue that needs further research. However, important symp-
toms such as concentration problems, warning signs, and symptoms of techno-stress 
can cause various physical and mental symptoms. Some people may feel exhausted 
or depressed. People with techno-stress may feel tension in the body, which can lead 
to headaches and back pain. Common symptoms and warning signs of techno-stress 
include poor job performance, feeling ineffective at work, lack of motivation or 
feelings of indifference, difficulty concentrating, feeling restless or anxious, produc-
tivity challenges, posture and muscle tension, insomnia, chronic fatigue, depression 
disorders, etc., which caused anxiety may cause some people to have stomach pain, 
nausea, and sleep problems. These symptoms have a great impact on work-life balance 
and job satisfaction of employees. In general, this stress has various physical, mental, 
and emotional symptoms that are mentioned in the following:
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4.1 Physical symptoms of techno-stress

Headache, sleep disorder, high blood pressure, pain in the neck, back, and shoul-
der muscles, restlessness, illness, and insomnia.

4.2 Mental symptoms of techno-stress

Many errors in work, problems in concentration, low self-confidence and morale, 
mental exhaustion, and negative attitude towards the computer.

4.3 Emotional symptoms of techno-stress

Anxiety and fear, helplessness, isolation and despair, irritability, and anger.

4.4 Other problems of techno-stress

Other problems caused by techno-stress include general fatigue, not having 
enough time for sustained thinking, less opportunity for the creative problem-
solving, lack of balance between work and personal life, and reduced job satisfaction. 
Finally, it can be said that the problems caused by techno-stress take away the plea-
sure of a good life from people and it should be managed seriously.

5. Managing and controlling techno-stress

With the emergence of techno-stress, organizations must learn how to reduce or 
manage it. Organizations have been struggling with this problem for years. Especially 
working with information is very hard and difficult work that increases the amount of 
techno-stress [18].

Therefore, new technologies are constantly changing and businesses must use 
technologies to improve and progress. Applying new technologies in a way that is 
compatible with the activities of the organization is a very difficult task. An organi-
zation should analyze its solutions and choose the best and most useful way to use 
technology. In today’s global markets, businesses are constantly looking for competi-
tive solutions to overcome their competitors. Human resource systems and customer 
relationship management systems have been created to increase productivity and 
efficiency. If new technologies are not used, the possibility of new organizational 
issues may arise among the employees of that organization. Depending on how an 
employee approaches technology, using technology can cause tension and anxiety. 
The use of software or hardware may cause dissatisfaction and have a negative effect 
on the efficiency of an employee [19]. Preventing or minimizing the negative effects 
of techno-stress may seem impossible and very difficult at first, but it can be managed 
with the following techniques:

1. Determining a time to rest Install an application or programs on your computer to 
tell you the time. Then, use that to schedule rest times for yourself and stick to it.

2. Determining a specific time to search in social networks if you must visit social 
networks every day, and turn off notifications and ads on your phone. You can 
even delete apps you do not use.
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3. Turn off personal digital tools while working Turn off all your digital devices 
while working, relaxing, and sleeping so you do not lose your peace of mind due 
to timely and timeless messages.

4. Reducing unnecessary communications filter non-essential messages on your 
cell phone and set a specific time of day to answer other messages.

5. Writing on paper if you feel that turning on the computer to type a text makes 
you distracted and immersed in searching on the computer or the Internet, write 
your content on paper if possible. In this way, you will stay away from technol-
ogy as before.

6. Learning technology if you have to use digital tools and have to learn to work 
with modern technologies, learn them in training classes so that you donot get 
anxiety and worry caused by technology.

7. Self-awareness and preventing drowning while using technology. The first step 
in dealing with this type of reaction is awareness. If we become more aware of 
our behavior in social networks, there is a greater possibility that we can separate 
the harmful effects from beneficial effects and avoid using it in a harmful way. 
Therefore, every time you experience techno-stress from a social network, it 
might be better to put your device away.

8. Preventing multitasking and preventing doing several tasks at the same time part 
of the reason for techno-stress is that technology has enabled us to be very effi-
cient and productive. Because technology promotes doing multi-stage activities or 
“multi-tasking,” people are forced to engage their minds and body in several tasks 
at the same time; for example, driving and talking on their cell phones at the same 
time, or sending text messages while driving or crossing intersections. However, 
such people who multitask at the same time are actually less productive than those 
who focus on one task. Additionally, there is clear evidence that “multitasking” 
(doing several things at the same time) leads to driving accidents and other harm-
ful consequences such as short-term memory loss. What is not so clear is what 
happens to someone who is constantly using technological tools.

9. Doing sports. Unfortunately, the existence of stress and anxiety in today’s 
organizations is an important fact. A fact that can have a negative impact on the 
quality of life of the organization’s employees. Certainly, people may experience 
this feeling at any time; but the most important thing is to find suitable ways of 
exercise to reduce stress and anxiety and manage it. Exercise is one of the most 
available and best ways to reduce and manage all types of stress. Almost any 
form of exercise, from aerobics to yoga, can be a major factor in reducing anxiety 
and stress. It is not necessary for people to be professional athletes, but people 
can remove tension and mental anxiety by using the simplest sports exercises 
even at home and to manage them. Doing sports is a powerful natural anti-
depressant and anxiety reliever that relieves stress. In general, exercise will have 
many benefits on physical and mental health and stress relief [20].

10. Expecting technological developments and changes. Change and improvement 
are in the nature of technology. No matter how comfortable you are with your 
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current computer, mobile phone, or pocket computer! Sometimes you will need 
to upgrade to a newer version.

11. Using digital tools at designated times or turning them off completely if possible. 
Today, each of the users of digital tools, whether adults or teenagers, and even 
children, spend hours working or spending time with it daily without knowing 
the principles of ergonomics, and unfortunately, these hours are also increasing. 
Naturally, it is not surprising to see the spread of physical and mental problems 
caused by not following the principles of working with mobile phones. Prolonged 
use of mobile phones during the day causes serious damage to wrists, fingers, 
spine, neck, shoulders, and eyes. In general, the World Health Organization has 
pointed out the negative impact of all electronic devices and not only smart-
phones on the human body, and according to this organization, they increase 
the possibility of contracting cancer. Among the time management tools, we can 
mention tools such as calendar, note-taking software, time tracker, specialized 
management programs, etc. Using these tools is amazing for better time manage-
ment. Because they increase our productivity and make it easier for us to revise 
our work and create more useful habits. To choose the time management tools 
is different according to the needs and goals of the audience. For example, some 
people like to use digital tools for time management, but others prefer to use writ-
ten and manual tools. Due to the wide range of these tools, some of them have 
attracted the attention of more audiences due to their ease of use and facilities.

© 2023 The Author(s). Licensee IntechOpen. This chapter is distributed under the terms of 
the Creative Commons Attribution License (http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/3.0), 
which permits unrestricted use, distribution, and reproduction in any medium, provided 
the original work is properly cited. 
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Chapter 8

Negative Aspects of Teacher 
Burnout Problem on Educational 
Organization
Huijeong Oh

Abstract

Teachers are prone to burnout problems due to the nature of their jobs. Teacher 
burnout is a very serious educational problem in the field of education, and the 
problem is gradually getting worse. The problem of teacher burnout negatively affects 
not only the individual teachers but also the overall educational organization. Teacher 
burnout has a negative correlation with teacher efficacy, teacher enthusiasm, and job 
satisfaction. These negatively affect classes, school climate, and school culture. In 
addition, the problem of teacher burnout may lead to the disintegration of the school 
organization by increasing teachers’ departure from teaching. Thus, the teacher 
burnout problem acts as a hindrance to the effective functioning of the school orga-
nization. Ultimately, it has negative consequences for the achievement of educational 
goals. Therefore, in order to lead an effective school organization, it is necessary to 
systematically diagnose the problem of teacher burnout, management, and measures 
are needed to improve it.

Keywords: teacher burnout, educational organization, educational organization 
effectiveness, class, school climate, school culture

1. Introduction

In modern society, people who experience chronic occupational stress while 
experiencing new lifestyles, rapid changes in human relationships, and various 
daily events in a complex organizational society are physically and psychologically 
in trouble with so-called burnout, a phenomenon of mental exhaustion [1–4]. This 
kind of burnout problem is a big topic in the educational field and educational 
organizations [5–7].

As teachers are representative assistant professionals, the problem of burnout is 
more prominent among teachers, some even evaluate the teacher organization as the 
organization that will be the most exhausted. Such teacher burnout is a very serious 
educational problem. As concerned, as the problem of teacher burnout is becoming 
increasingly serious in the recent education field, as a result, the number of teachers 
leaving the teaching profession is rapidly increasing. These pathological phenomena 
suggest that the burnout problem experienced by teachers has reached a fairly high 
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level, and if it is not adequately resolved, it can negatively affect not only individual 
teachers but also the entire educational organization.

In previous studies, teacher burnout had a negative impact on job enthusiasm or 
school educational performance or acted as a factor preventing teachers from engag-
ing in organizational citizenship behavior such as altruistic behavior. It also had an 
effect on individual teachers, such as leaving the teaching profession, job satisfaction, 
and reduced efficacy. In addition, it has a negative impact on students’ adaptation 
and academic self-efficacy, as well as reducing teachers’ emotional immersion in 
educational activities, which can negatively affect teachers’ emotional and subjective 
well-being [8–13]. Burnout teachers find it difficult to devote themselves to school 
work, become negligent in service, and find it difficult to empathize with student 
guidance and character guidance. They act mechanically in their relationships with 
students, parents, and administrators, lose creativity and initiative in their work, and 
lose interest in caring for students and guiding subjects [14]. It shows that teacher 
burnout causes various dysfunctions not only to individual teachers but also to school 
organizations and students, making it difficult to expect successful education from 
burnout teachers [12].

As such, teacher burnout has a negative correlation with teacher efficacy, teacher 
enthusiasm, and job satisfaction, which negatively affects classes, school climate, and 
school culture. In addition, the problem of teacher burnout may lead to disintegra-
tion of school organizations by increasing teachers’ departure from the teaching 
profession. Thus, the problem of teacher burnout acts as a hindrance to the effective 
functioning of school organizations, ultimately causing negative results in achieving 
educational goals. Therefore, in order to lead an effective school organization, it is 
necessary to systematically diagnose and manage the problem of teacher burnout, 
and prepare measures to improve it. Therefore, in this chapter, we will identify the 
problem of teacher burnout, ascertain how it affects educational organizations 
in schools based on empirical research results, and propose measures to solve the 
problem of teacher burnout.

2. The problem of teacher burnout in the education field

Burnout can be defined as a phenomenon of physical and mental exhaustion 
caused by negative consequences in physiological and behavioral aspects due to exces-
sive job stress [1, 2]. The main symptoms of this burnout include depersonalization, 
emotional exhaustion, and a diminished sense of personal fulfillment [15]. Burnout 
is common in helping professions such as health care, education, and social work that 
maintain and help people in close relationships over a long period of time [1, 16].

As teachers are the representative helping professions, the problem of burnout 
appears more prominently among teachers [17], and someone evaluated the teacher 
group as the group most likely to be burnt out [18]. In addition, teacher burnout was 
viewed as the most serious educational problem [17]. The reasons are that teachers, as 
the subject of education, have a huge impact on the overall education, determine the 
quality of education, and are the most important condition that determines the suc-
cess or failure of education. After all, when a teacher burns out, it can have a negative 
impact on education as a whole.

According to previous studies, it is reported that approximately 1/3 of teachers expe-
rience job stress [5], and the stress caused by external or human factors that persists 
chronically in the educational field causes psychological burnout in teachers [5, 17]. 
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In addition, it requires teachers to continuously perform various roles such as subject 
guidance, life guidance, character guidance, safety guidance, and other administra-
tive tasks in the recent education field [19]. Accordingly, the stress and psychological 
burden experienced by teachers are increasing. As a case in point, there is a survey result 
conducted in Korea, which has a world-class passion for education and excellent human 
resources as teachers. In a survey of 1674 teachers, 96.5% responded that they did 
emotional labor, and 78.1% of them suffered from severe burnout due to stress such as 
depression, anger, and loss of self-esteem. In the end, this problem of teacher burnout 
has a negative impact on educational activities (91.6%), and the case of seriously 
considering retirement was also very high at 72.2% [20].

As such, the problem of teacher burnout is becoming increasingly serious in the 
educational field and educational organizations, and the phenomenon of teacher res-
ignation is rapidly increasing as a result. As teachers are exposed to long-term stress, 
their physical, emotional, and mental energy is depleted and they face the problem 
of burnout. Such burnout has a negative impact on teachers’ overall work, including 
teaching activities, and on educational organizations such as fellow teachers and 
students [2]. Accordingly, it is necessary to clearly identify and manage the problem 
of teacher burnout in the educational field.

3.  Negative aspects of teacher burnout problem on educational 
organization

In this section, we will examine the negative aspects of teacher burnout in the 
educational field that affect educational organizations. The negative effects of teacher 
burnout will be examined in terms of the individual and organizational aspects of 
teachers.

3.1  Teacher burnout, teacher efficacy, teacher enthusiasm, and satisfaction with 
the teaching profession

Teacher burnout is the physical and mental depletion of teachers themselves, 
which leads to various pathological phenomena. In particular, the proportion of 
psychological pathology caused by intellectual work or emotional labor performed by 
teachers in educational organizations is high. Also, psychological pathology can cause 
physical pathology and has a great adverse effect on teachers’ lives. Accordingly, the 
negative impact of teacher burnout on the personal, psychological, and emotional 
aspects of teachers is examined in terms of teacher efficacy, teacher enthusiasm, and 
satisfaction with the teaching profession as follows.

First, it was found that teacher burnout and teacher efficacy had a negative corre-
lation, and teacher burnout had a negative effect on teacher efficacy [21–24]. Teacher 
efficacy is an application of Bandura’s self-efficacy theory to teachers and refers to 
teachers’ own beliefs and perceptions of how much positive influence a teacher can 
have on learners’ learning [25, 26]. Teacher efficacy is like the belief in oneself that 
a teacher can contribute to raising the level of achievement of learners by guiding 
learners to set high goals and continuously strive to achieve them [23]. As such, 
teacher efficacy is a strong indicator of teaching effectiveness [27] and is recognized 
as the variable that has the most consistent and lasting effect on learner achievement 
among various teachers’ inner beliefs or attitudes that affect their teaching behavior 
[28]. In addition, it is reported that teacher efficacy affects various areas including 
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teacher’s passion, persistence, responsibility, and teaching behavior [29]. Therefore, 
the fact that teacher burnout has a negative effect on teacher efficacy suggests that it 
can negatively affect teachers’ passion, persistence, responsibility, teaching behavior 
and teaching effects, and even learners’ achievements.

Second, it was found that teacher burnout and teacher enthusiasm also had a 
negative correlation, and teacher burnout had a negative effect on teacher enthu-
siasm [22, 30]. Teacher enthusiasm is defined as a positive and satisfying state of 
mind associated with teachers and consists of three motivating constructs: vigor, 
dedication, and absorption [31]. Vigor is mental cheerfulness and resilience while 
working, a high level of energy and willingness to put forth effort in one’s work, and 
perseverance in the face of difficulties. Dedication means the importance, enthu-
siasm, inspiration, pride, and challenge of the work. Absorption refers to a state of 
complete concentration on one’s work, a state of immersion, and a state in which it is 
difficult to think separately from work [30, 31]. The higher the teacher burnout, the 
lower the vigor, dedication, and absorption, and the lower the teacher enthusiasm, 
leading to dehumanization and a decrease in personal achievement, negatively 
affecting organizational commitment [7, 30].

Third, it was found that teacher burnout and satisfaction with teaching profession 
also had a negative correlation, and teacher burnout had a negative effect on satisfac-
tion with teaching profession [2, 22]. Satisfaction with the teaching profession is the 
degree to which one demonstrates one’s expertise and satisfies one’s personal needs 
in the process of performing one’s role as a teacher. Also, it refers to a psychological 
state that includes emotions that are determined by the level at which the individual 
teacher’s needs are judged to be actually met through teaching experience [32, 33]. 
In addition, it is defined as an attitude or mindset in which a teacher actively and 
voluntarily participates in teaching through psychological, social, and economic 
satisfaction as a member of an organization and contributes to the achievement of the 
organization’s goals [34]. Satisfaction with the teaching profession can lead to orga-
nizational performance through the effect of increasing productivity, can maintain 
good interpersonal relationships within the organization, and can reduce turnover 
and absenteeism rates. Therefore, due to the negative effect of teacher burnout on 
satisfaction with teaching profession, those with high burnout were more likely to be 
absent or tardy in the organization than those with low burnout, and their perfor-
mance was significantly lower, resulting in a higher retirement rate [17].

As such, teacher burnout has an adverse effect on teacher efficacy, teacher enthu-
siasm, and satisfaction with teaching profession, which negatively affects not only 
individual teachers but also educational organizations such as teaching effectiveness, 
learner achievement, organizational commitment, organizational performance 
decrease, and organizational dropout.

3.2 Teacher burnout problem, class, school climate, and school culture

As mentioned earlier, the problem of teacher burnout affects the entire life of 
teachers, and burnout teachers have difficulty fulfilling their role as teachers in educa-
tional organizations, which has negative consequences in various areas of educational 
organizations. Therefore, the negative impact of teacher burnout on the organizational 
aspect will be examined in terms of classes, school climate, and school culture.

First, the problem of teacher burnout has a negative correlation with the class, 
and it was found that the problem of teacher burnout has a negative effect on the 
class [21, 35, 36]. Teacher burnout reduces the ability to perform tasks and work 
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with learners, resulting in a decrease in the quality of teaching activities. In addi-
tion, burnout teachers lose interest and enthusiasm in subject instruction, put less 
effort into teaching, avoid contact with students, do not accept advice from others, 
and are more likely to lose patience [35]. Also, the peculiarity is that the problem 
of teacher burnout can have a negative impact on teaching by partially mediat-
ing teacher efficacy [21]. Teacher burnout can have a direct negative impact on 
class, but it can also have an indirect negative impact on class by lowering teacher 
efficacy. In addition, since the negative impact of teacher burnout on teaching 
is greater than the negative impact of teacher burnout on teacher efficacy, it is 
necessary to pay attention to the fact that the negative aspect of teacher burnout on 
educational organizations may be greater.

Second, it was found that the problem of teacher burnout has a negative cor-
relation with the school climate and school culture, and that the problem of teacher 
burnout has a negative impact on the school climate and school culture [22, 37–39]. 
School climate is the personality of a school organization that has a different feeling 
or uniqueness for each school [40] and means the norms and expectations shared by 
school members [41]. School climate is an internal characteristic that distinguishes 
one school from another and influences the behavior of school members. Therefore, 
it can be said to be the enduring quality of the school environment as perceived by 
members of school behavior [34]. Meanwhile, culture is a general term for the values, 
norms, beliefs, etc. that community members generally share. It affects the behaviors 
of members and the social system and plays a role in organically connecting and 
adjusting them [42, 43]. In general, culture can be said to be a greater concept that 
encompasses climate. The school organization also has its own unique culture, and 
the school culture is very influential and important in the school field, as compared 
to the lens through which members of the school organization view themselves and 
the world [44]. Teacher burnout is highly contagious and, along with various physical 
behaviors, permeates and negatively affects the school climate and school culture, 
just as one individual’s frustration can affect others and burn out the entire school 
organization [38]. In addition, negative school climate and school culture are shown 
to deepen teacher burnout, so it is necessary to pay attention to their interactive influ-
ence relationship.

As such, it can be confirmed that the problem of teacher burnout has a negative 
relationship with the teaching field, which is the core area of   educational organiza-
tion, and the climate and culture that affects the overall educational organization and 
has a negative impact on educational organization.

4. Measures to solve the problem of teacher burnout

The problem of teacher burnout is a factor that adversely affects the lives of indi-
vidual teachers and the overall educational organization, and it is necessary to solve 
it in order to increase the effectiveness of teachers and educational organizations. 
Therefore, it is necessary to diagnose the problem of teacher burnout and prepare 
policies to manage and improve it. Since teacher burnout reduces teacher efficacy, 
teacher enthusiasm, and satisfaction with the teaching profession, and it has a nega-
tive impact on classes and school climate and culture, special attention should be paid 
to solving the problem of teacher burnout in the promotion of education policies that 
strengthen the improvement of class-centered school culture. In terms of education 
policy, the measures are presented as follows.
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Through the vitalization of voluntary professional learning communities in 
schools, the professionalism of teachers and the cooperative teacher community are 
strengthened, and by utilizing this, a culture of communication and collaboration 
within the teacher community about the problem of teacher burnout is created. In 
addition, in providing teacher-tailored support through the operation of a supervi-
sion support group at the level of local offices of education, it is necessary to con-
sider matters related to teacher burnout. For example, when forming a consulting 
support group, it will be effective if psychology and counseling experts are placed 
together. This is because it is necessary to properly manage and heal the psycho-
logical problems of teachers as it was confirmed in this study that the problem of 
teacher burnout of emotional exhaustion and dehumanization exists in the school 
field and that teacher burnout has a negative effect on the educational organization. 
In addition, among the educational policies that can be implemented at the level 
of local offices of education, there are activations such as expanding support for 
class and evaluation and devising plans to reduce administrative work for teachers. 
Through this, it is possible to reduce the workload of teachers, thereby contributing 
to solving the burnout problem that may occur due to excessive work. In addition, it 
is necessary to establish policies related to the health of school organizations and to 
expand and apply them so that all members of school organizations can participate. 
Developing customized training for each stage of the teaching career, it helps to 
solve problems commonly faced by teachers at each stage of the teaching career. 
Also, it is necessary to solve the burnout problem resulting from the relationship 
between educational communities through life education that respects and consid-
ers each other and improves sensitivity to human rights [5, 17]. Furthermore, it 
is proposed to organize a related department or organization that systematically 
diagnoses and manages the problem of teacher burnout, prepares improvement 
measures, and actively implements that.

5. Conclusions

This study examined the negative aspects of teacher burnout on educational 
organizations in the education field. Teacher burnout reduces teacher efficacy, 
teacher enthusiasm, and satisfaction with the teaching profession, and negatively 
affects classes, school climate, and school culture. Also, there is a high possibility 
that the negative aspects appearing throughout the educational organization will 
intensify according to the chain phenomenon in which each variable negatively 
affected by teacher burnout has another negative impact on the educational organi-
zation. In addition, as the problem of teacher burnout is gradually becoming more 
serious in the school field, the problem of deteriorating the effectiveness of educa-
tional organizations due to the problem of teacher burnout will gradually appear at a 
serious level.

Accordingly, efforts are required in terms of educational organizations to diagnose 
the problem of teacher burnout, manage it systematically, and improve it. Provide 
prevention and treatment support for teacher burnout, creation of a culture of 
communication and cooperation within educational organizations, enhancement 
of welfare benefits for teachers and educational organizations, and support for 
professional development. Through this, it is possible to solve the problem of teacher 
burnout and increase the effectiveness of the educational organization so that it can 
ultimately achieve the educational goal.
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