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Abstract

This paper proposes a definition and a descriptive model of destructive leadership behaviour. Destructive leadership behaviour
is defined as the systematic and repeated behaviour by a leader, supervisor or manager that violates the legitimate interest of the
organisation by undermining and/or sabotaging the organisation's goals, tasks, resources, and effectiveness and/or the motivation,
well-being or job satisfaction of his/her subordinates. Three categories of such destructive leadership are identified in the proposed
model: tyrannical, derailed, and supportive–disloyal leadership behaviour. The model may provide a useful link between the field
of leadership and research on bullying, counterproductive behaviour, and aggression at work. The model contributes to a more
nuanced concept of destructive leadership showing how destructive leadership behaviours also may have constructive elements.
© 2007 Elsevier Inc. All rights reserved.
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1. Introduction

Little research and theory development has addressed destructive leadership behaviours and the potential negative
effects of such behaviours on the organisation (Tepper, 2000); comparatively more research has investigated
constructive, effective or successful leadership (Kelloway, Mullen, & Francis, 2006). Traditionally, leadership research
focuses on factors associated with effective leadership, often with an implicit assumption that ineffective leadership
simply reflects the absence of leadership (Ashforth, 1994). However, research on destructive aspects of leadership
clearly document that this phenomenon includes a variety of different behaviours that is not limited to the mere
absence of effective leadership behaviour (Ashforth, 1994; Bies & Tripp, 1998; Einarsen, Skogstad, Aasland, &
Løseth, 2002; Kelloway et al., 2006; Tepper, 2000). Recent research on bullying at work has documented that some
5%–10% of employees are subjected to bullying at any one time (Zapf, Einarsen, Hoel, & Vartia, 2003), where as much
as 80% of the cases involve a superior in the role as the alleged bully (Einarsen, Hoel, Zapf, & Cooper, 2003). In an
English study some 40% of the participants reported that they had experienced bullying from a leader during their
working career (UNISON, 1997). In a study among 73 managers, Lombardo &McCall (1984) discovered that as many
as 74% of them had experienced an intolerable boss. Namie & Namie (2000) found that 89% of those experiencing
bullying at work perceived leaders as the main bully. Studies like these clearly document that leaders may actively
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behave in a destructive manner towards subordinates. In addition, sabotage, theft, and corruption among managers
have been documented (Altheide, Adler, Adler, & Altheide, 1978; Dunkelberg & Jessup, 2001; Kellerman, 2004;
Lipman-Blumen, 2005), although existing empirical research in this domain is limited.

Several authors have therefore recently called for a closer examination of the characteristics and outcomes
associated with destructive leadership (Kellerman, 2004; Kelloway, Sivanathan, Francis, & Barling, 2005). Burke
(2006) posits that by exploring the “dark side” of leadership, a more accurate view of leadership may emerge, which
again may contribute to the general understanding of leadership effectiveness and leadership development. Based on a
literature review, Baumeister, Bratlavsky, Finkenauer, & Vohs (2001) conclude that there is overwhelming support to
the notion that negative events in social interactions have a stronger effect than do positive events. Hence,
understanding and preventing destructive leadership may be as important, or even more important, than understanding
and enhancing positive aspects of leadership.

The purpose of this paper is twofold: (1) to propose a definition of destructive leadership behaviour that captures the
different destructive behaviours described within this research field, and (2) to propose a conceptual model of
leadership behaviour that incorporates the notion that a destructive leader may simultaneously show both destructive
and constructive behaviour. With this model we aim to expand the research field of leadership behavior to also include
potentially destructive elements of leadership. Second, we contribute to a more nuanced concept of destructive
leadership behaviour by arguing that some leaders may display behaviour consisting of both constructive and
destructive elements.

2. A definition of destructive leadership

Researchers have proposed a number of concepts that arguably fall within the domain of destructive leadership that
is aimed at subordinates. These include “abusive supervisors” (Hornstein, 1996; Tepper, 2000), “health endangering
leaders” (Kile, 1990), “petty tyrants” (Ashforth, 1994), “bullies” (Namie & Namie, 2000), “derailed leaders”
(Schackleton, 1995), “intolerable bosses” (Lombardo & McCall, 1984), “psychopaths”(Furnham & Taylor, 2004), and
“harassing leaders”(Brodsky, 1976). Destructive actions directed against the organisation have also been identified
(e.g., working towards goals other than those defined by the organisation), examples being Lipman-Blumen's (2005)
concept of “toxic leaders” and McCall & Lombardo's (1983) concept of leader derailment.

Although there are obvious similarities among these concepts, researchers have yet to adopt a common definition or
conceptual framework of destructive leadership. While “abusive supervision” is defined as “subordinates' perceptions of
the extent to which supervisors engage in the sustained display of hostile verbal and nonverbal behaviours, excluding
physical contact” byTepper (2000), p.178, Hornstein (1996) describes an abusive leader as “onewhose primary objective is
the control of others, and such control is achieved through methods that create fear and intimidation” (Hornstein, 1996).
Ashforth (1994) describes a petty tyrant as “someone who uses their power and authority oppressively, capriciously, and
perhaps vindictively” (p.126). Kile (1990), using the term health endangering leaders, defines these leaders as someone
“who behaves in such a manner towards subordinates that the subordinates develop poor health, and attribute these health
problems to the leader's behaviours” (p. 26). Lipman-Blumen (2005) describes “toxic leaders” as “leaders who act without
integrity by dissembling and engaging in various other dishonourable behaviours” (p. 18), including behaviours such as
“corruption, hypocrisy, sabotage and manipulation, as well as other assorted unethical, illegal, and criminal acts” (p. 18).
Kellerman (2004) also points out that leaders may involve themselves in corruption, by lying, cheating and stealing, or
otherwise putting their self-interest ahead of the organisation's legitimate interest.

Ultimately, an inclusive concept of destructive leadership should account for destructive behaviour aimed at both
subordinates and at the organisation. With that in mind, we propose the following definition of destructive leadership:

The systematic and repeated behaviour by a leader, supervisor or manager that violates the legitimate interest
of the organisation by undermining and/or sabotaging the organisation's goals, tasks, resources, and
effectiveness and/or the motivation, well-being or job satisfaction of subordinates.
2.1. An all-inclusive concept

Our definition encompasses behaviours in two domains, that is, behaviours directed toward subordinates and
behaviours directed toward the organisation itself. Vrendenburgh & Brender (1998) note that managers have the
Please cite this article as: Einarsen, S. et al. Destructive leadership behaviour: A definition and conceptual model. The Leadership Quarterly
(2007), doi:10.1016/j.leaqua.2007.03.002

http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.leaqua.2007.03.002


3S. Einarsen et al. / The Leadership Quarterly xx (2007) xxx–xxx

ARTICLE IN PRESS
opportunity to abuse both organisational members and/or the organisation through their use and misuse of power.
Hence destructive leadership may undermine or sabotage the well-being, motivation and satisfaction of subordinates,
as well as the effectiveness of the organisation by targeting tasks, resources and goals. Second, unlike Tepper's (2000)
definition of abusive supervision, we include all physical and verbal behaviour in our definition of destructive
leadership. In explaining the different behaviours that the proposed definition includes, it may be useful to apply Buss'
(1961) classification of aggressive behaviours, which distinguishes between three dimensions; physical versus verbal
aggression, active versus passive aggression, and direct versus indirect aggression. An all-inclusive concept of
destructive leadership must include behaviour from each domain. Consequently, destructive leadership behaviours are
not necessarily active and manifest, but may also constitute passive and indirect behaviours. An example of passive-
physical-indirect behaviour may be a leader who fails to protect a subordinate's welfare, for example in a working
environment with potential safety risks (Neuman & Baron, 2005). An example of passive-verbal-indirect behaviour
may be a leader failing to provide a subordinate with important information or feedback (Neuman & Baron, 2005).

Yet, in order for any behaviour to be defined as destructive according to the proposed definition, the leader must
perform the behaviour systematically and repeatedly and violating the legitimate interest of the organisation. On the
other hand, the proposed definition does not include any intent to harm as a qualifying element, highlighting that
instances of thoughtlessness as well as ignorance and incompetence may be included in the concept. Because these
three elements are unique to our definition, we explain them in greater detail below.

2.2. Systematic and repeated behaviour

The proposed definition of destructive leadership behaviours focuses on repeated and systematic behaviours. Hence,
the definition excludes isolated misbehaviour such as an uncharacteristic outburst of unjustified anger. On this issue we
follow the European research tradition on bullying in the workplace, which emphasizes that “in order for the label
bullying to be applied to a particular activity, interaction or process it has to occur repeatedly and regularly (e.g.
weekly) and over a period of time (e.g. about six months)” (Einarsen et al., 2003). The focus on systematic and repeated
behaviours has important implications. One must accept that leaders occasionally make poor decisions, or otherwise
have a “bad day” at work. It is only when this behaviour becomes systematic and repeated that it can be classified as
destructive behaviour. Hence, it is only when leaders make mistakes repeatedly or repeatedly act aggressively towards
subordinates that they may be characterised as being destructive. Such a criterion is also supported by Tepper (2000)
who focuses on sustained displays of hostile behaviours in his definition of abusive supervision.

2.3. No call for intent

Many researchers do not make explicit whether their definition of destructive leadership includes the intention to
cause harm (Ashforth, 1994; Ma, Karri, & Chittipeddi, 2004; Vredenburgh & Brender, 1998), whereas others explicitly
exclude unintentional behaviour from their definition (Bies & Tripp, 1998; Kile, 1990). It is our position that the
definition should not include intent, because what makes leadership destructive has less to do with the leaders'
intentions than with the outcomes of the leaders' behaviour. Furthermore, any isolated and therefore potentially
accidental behaviour is already excluded in the definition through the focus on systematic and repeated behaviour.
Destructive leadership behaviour may therefore include behaviours that were not intended to cause harm, but as a result
of thoughtlessness, insensitivity, or lack of competence, undermines subordinates and/or the organisation. Rayner,
Hoel, & Cooper (2002) also argue that intent may create an artificial barrier for an operational definition of hostile
behaviours at work, as it is difficult to verify an actor's intentions (see also Hoel, Rayner, & Cooper, 1999).

In the case of organisational theft, which may be seen as one example of destructive behaviour in organisations,
Greenberg (1997) argues that there are distinct differences based on whether the intent of the theft is of an antisocial or
a prosocial nature. Parallel to this, Altheide et al. (1978) found that theft in organisations may be considered “…
ritualistically and symbolically tied to becoming a successful employee, one who gets along well” (p. 101). Based
on this assumption Greenberg (1997) distinguishes between the actor's intentions, whether they are prosocial or
antisocial, and between the targets of this behaviour being either the employer or co-workers. By crosscutting these
two dimensions, he identifies four distinct social motives for a theft; Approval, Support, Even the score and Thwart
(Greenberg, 1997, p.89). In the case of the Approvalmotive, the theft is motivated by a prosocial intent directed toward
the organisation. Leaders, for instance, may then participate in stealing from the organisation because they wish to
Please cite this article as: Einarsen, S. et al. Destructive leadership behaviour: A definition and conceptual model. The Leadership Quarterly
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behave in accordance with norms expressed or supported by their own superiors. Hence, their behaviours may be a
result of observational learning more than an explicit intent to harm. A Support motive, which is based on a prosocial
intent in order to support colleagues, means that the thief, in our case a leader, may only behave in accordance with
group norms condoning the behaviour. When behaving in accordance with an Even the score motive, the theft is
conducted with an antisocial intent as opposed to the previous two motives, and the target of this intention is the
employer. In this situation, the thief wishes to harm or strike back at the employer. For instance, as revenge from a
perceived injustice by the employer, a leader may take part in stealing. In the last scenario, the Thwart motive, the
intent of the thief is again antisocial, but the target is one's colleagues.

In all these cases, the leader's theft behaviour arguably has the effect of sabotaging and undermining the
organisation, irrespective of the actor's intentions. We would argue that the same is true for other kinds of destructive
behaviour. Yet, although the intent or motive behind the leader's behaviour is not included in the proposed definition, it
is important not to underestimate the significant part intent may play in subjective judgements made by subordinates
and superiors when labelling a leader as destructive (Tepper, 2000).

2.4. The legitimate interest of the organisation

According to our definition, behaviours are destructive if they violate the legitimate, that is, the rightful and lawful,
interests of the organisation. Webster's New Word Dictionary offers several explanations of the word “legitimate”: 1)
“allowed by law or custom; lawful, 2) staying or being within the law, 3) logical correct; reasonable, 4) justifiable or
justified, 5) following established rules, standards etc.” Hence, legitimate interests are about what is lawful, justifiable
and in the best interest of an organisation, the latter being defined by established internal rules and by internal formal
power structures and procedures. By including “legitimate interest” in the definition, we follow Sackett & DeVore
(2001) in their definition of “counterproductive workplace behavior.”

Sackett & DeVore (2001) state that behaviours violating the legitimate interest of the organisation, to a certain
degree overlap with the related terms, illegal, immoral, or deviant behaviours. These concepts have different
connotations, with illegal behaviours defined in terms of laws and the jurisdiction in which the organisation functions,
immoral behaviours defined in terms of a particular cultural value system, and deviant behaviours defined in terms of
behaviours that deviate from a norm (Sackett & DeVore, 2001). If, for example, a majority of leaders in an organisation
have grown accustomed to bill their organisation for private dinners and holidays, one might say that they are behaving
in accordance with the norm of that particular organisation, and therefore it will not be defined as deviant behaviour.
However, based on the proposed definition, this behaviour will be considered destructive because it violates the
legitimate interest of the organisation, which is the optimal use of financial, material and human resources in the
service of the organisation and its owners. Likewise, a behaviour that opposes a legitimate decision, goal or strategy of
the firm, is to be regarded as destructive from the moment these decisions, goals or strategies are enforced. Hence, not
altering one's behaviour in times of change may be seen as destructive if these changes can be said to be in accordance
with legitimate interests of the organisation.

Of course, an organisation cannot freely determine its legitimate interests. Some behaviours, for example that a
leader resigns his position and the organisation for a personal career improvement, may of course represent behaviour
that is contrary to the organisation's interest, yet do not carry the connotation of wrongdoing that accompanies
behaviours viewed as illegal, immoral, or deviant. Thus, it cannot be regarded as violating any legitimate interest of the
organisation.

Further, both employees and employers are obligated to behave in accordance with national or international norms,
laws, and agreements. Leadership behaviour may be considered destructive only if it violates the legitimate interests of
the organisation as defined by a given society at a given point in time (Einarsen, Nielsen, Raknes, & Skogstad, 2005).
This implies of course that what will be perceived as destructive behaviour may vary between different societies over
time. For example, new laws condemning smoking in public buildings imply that while smoking in your own office
was not considered destructive behaviour before the ban, it will violate an organisation's legitimate interest after the
law is implemented. Many kinds of leadership behaviours that are considered destructive today, may have been
regarded as being in accordance with the legitimate interest of the organisation at another point in time (Christie &
Geiss, 1970). For instance, Ironside & Seifert (2003) describe the established leadership philosophy during the
beginning of the industrial revolution as follows; “Their need to secure the adaptation of workers from the rhythms of
agricultural and domestic work to the discipline of factory production resulted in management regimes in which fines,
Please cite this article as: Einarsen, S. et al. Destructive leadership behaviour: A definition and conceptual model. The Leadership Quarterly
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beatings, sackings, and all forms of harassment and abuse were the daily experience of the majority” (p.383). Hence,
what may be defined as a legitimate use of the organisations total resources, including its employees, depends on the
legal, historic and cultural context of the organisation.

3. A conceptual model of leadership behaviour

The second aim of this paper is to propose a conceptual model of destructive leadership behaviour that is congruent
with the proposed definition. Since the definition proposes two separate dimensions of destructive leadership
behaviour (i.e., behaviour directed towards subordinates and behaviours directed towards the goals, tasks and
effectiveness of the organisation), we assume that leaders are capable of acting destructively on one dimension while
behaving constructively on the other. A leader who bullies and harasses subordinates may still act in accordance with
the goals of the organisation, securing a strong focus on task completion and effectiveness. Likewise, a leader who acts
in opposition to the legitimate goals of the organisation may still be supportive towards subordinates. Furthermore,
many or even most leaders will not act destructively on either dimension, but rather behave constructively towards
subordinates and the organisation. These leaders are concerned with the welfare of their subordinates while
simultaneously behaving in a manner that facilitates organisational goal attainment.

Our model may be viewed as an elaboration on Blake & Mouton's (1985) Managerial Grid, a framework that
employed the dimensions, concern for people and concern for production, to produce a conceptualisation of effective
and ineffective leadership. Ineffective leadership was described by the terms “Impoverished Management” (i.e., a
minimum of concern for both production and people), “Authority–Obedience” (i.e., a high focus on production
combined with minimum consideration for people), and “Country Club Management” (i.e., a maximum concern for
people coupled with a minimum concern for production). Although these forms of leadership may reflect ineffective
leadership behaviours by showing minimal concern for either people or production, the model does not address
destructive leadership behaviour. By extending the two dimensions to include these destructive behaviours, we
propose a model that captures both constructive and destructive leadership.

Fig. 1 shows our model. In accordance with our definition, the model has two basic dimensions: subordinate- and
organisation-oriented behaviours. The subordinate oriented dimension describes leadership behaviours ranging from anti-
subordinate behaviours to pro-subordinate behaviours. Anti-subordinate behaviours violate the legitimate interest of the
organisation by undermining or sabotaging the motivation, well-being, or job satisfaction of subordinates, and may
involve behaviours like bullying, harassment, or other kinds of incivility and mistreatment of subordinates. Pro-
subordinate behaviours, on the other hand, are behaviours that foster the motivation, well-being, and job satisfaction of
subordinates, including taking care of and supporting subordinates (e.g., listening to subordinates, attending to social
Fig. 1. A model of destructive and constructive leadership behaviour.
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relations among subordinates, giving praise when due, and showing appreciation and respect). The second dimension
describes organisation-oriented behaviours, ranging from anti-organisation behaviours to pro-organisation behaviours.
Anti-organisational behaviours violate the legitimate interest of the organisation and include such things as stealing from
the organisation (be it material, money or time), working towards goals that are in opposition to those of the organisation,
sabotaging the goal attainment of the organisation, or being involved in other forms of corruption. Pro-organisational
behaviours involve working towards the fulfilment of the organisation's goals, setting clear and unambiguous objectives,
making or supporting strategic decisions, and implementing organisational change, among other things.

Furthermore, leaders' behaviours may be described as more or less constructive (pro-behaviours) and more or less
destructive (anti-behaviours) on each of the two dimensions. By crosscutting the two dimensions, the model presents
four categories of leadership behaviours, three of which are destructive: (1) Tyrannical Leadership Behaviour (pro-
organisational oriented behaviour coupled with anti-subordinate behaviour), (2) Derailed Leadership Behaviour (anti-
organisational behaviour as well as anti-subordinate behaviour), and Supportive–Disloyal Leadership Behaviour (pro-
subordinate behaviour, while simultaneously displaying anti-organisational behaviour).

The model yields a nuanced picture of the phenomenon of destructive leadership. By considering the two
dimensions (subordinate and organisation), the model also suggests a fourth type of leadership behaviour, where
leaders act constructively on both dimensions in the model, which is pro-subordinate and pro-organisation behaviour
(Constructive leadership behaviour). In the following sections, we describe these four categories further.

3.1. Tyrannical leadership

Tyrannical behaviours undermine the motivation, well-being or job satisfaction of subordinates, without necessarily
being clearly destructive as regards to the organisation's goals. Tyrannical leaders may behave in accordance with the
goals, tasks, missions and strategies of the organisation, but they typically obtain results not through, but at the cost of
subordinates (Ashforth, 1994; Tepper, 2000). They humiliate, belittle, and manipulate subordinates in order to “get the
job done.” Tyrannical leadership behaviour has some features in common with the leadership style that Blake &
Mouton (1985) term “Authority–Obedience,” in which the leader places emphasis on task completion. However,
where the “Authority–Obedience” leader takes little interest in subordinates and wishes to spend as little time as
possible interacting with them, tyrannical leaders act aggressively towards subordinates, possibly out of the belief that
doing so will engender increased work effort. Previous research on health endangering leaders (Kile, 1990), abusive
supervision (Bies & Tripp, 1998; Tepper, 2000), petty tyrants (Ashforth, 1994), and intolerable bosses (Lombardo &
McCall, 1984), describes behaviours that resemble the characteristics of tyrannical leadership behaviour as portrayed in
the model. However, these studies focus mainly on the negative consequences such behaviour has for subordinates and
addresses only indirectly the organisational implications.

Brodsky (1976), however, argues that leaders who harass their subordinates may nevertheless perform well on other
work related assignments. In accordance with this, Skogstad (1997) posits that leaders who behave destructively
towards subordinates may not necessarily be destructive in other interpersonal relationships, be it with customers or
business partners or towards upper management. They may also have strong technical skills. Ma et al. (2004) call this,
“the paradox of managerial tyranny,” arguing that tyrannical leadership may lead to extraordinary performance, even
when subordinates suffer. They further argue that the tyrants' prime hold on subordinates lies in the ability to create an
elaborate justification for their tyrannical methods. Examples of such tyrannical methods include creating groups of
insiders and outsiders, fomenting distrust within the group, using propaganda, and creating scapegoats who they punish
harshly to serve as a warning to others.

Because tyrannical leaders may behave constructively in terms of organisational oriented behaviour while displaying
anti-subordinate behaviours; subordinates and superiors may evaluate the leader's behaviour quite differently.
Subordinates may view the leader as a bully, while upper management views him/her favourably. Accordingly, Ma
et al. (2004) note that upper management may tolerate tyrannical leadership behaviour, at least in the short run.

3.2. Derailed leadership

Derailed leadership behaviour involves behaviour that departs from constructive leadership behaviour on both of
the dimensions depicted in Fig. 1. These leaders may display anti-subordinate behaviours like bullying, humiliation,
manipulation, deception or harassment, while simultaneously performing anti-organisational behaviours like
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absenteeism, shirking, fraud, or theft. McCall & Lombardo (1983) used the concept of derailment to distinguish the
qualities of successful from failed managerial careers. McCall & Lombardo (1983) identified ten causes of leader
derailment including specific performance problems with business activities, being unable to adapt to new situations or
to develop necessary management skills, and being insensitive to others by displaying an abrasive, intimidating and
bullying style of management. The latter problem included being cold, aloof and arrogant, betraying of trust, failing to
delegate tasks and responsibilities, or failing to build teams. In addition, some derailed leaders were overly ambitious,
for example by thinking more about the next job than the present one, by spending too much time and effort trying to
please upper management, failing to staff effectively, being unable to think strategically, being unable to adapt to a
superior with a different management style, and being overly dependent on an advocate or mentor.

Although McCall & Lombardo's (1983) concept of a derailed leader is narrower than our use of the term, we
nevertheless believe that the concept of “derailed leadership behaviour” captures well the behaviour of leaders who are
destructive towards both subordinates and the organisation. This is because McCall & Lombardo (1983) describe
leadership behaviours that involves both anti-subordinate behaviours (e.g., intimidating and bullying subordinates) and
behaviours that are destructive on an organisational dimension (e.g., laziness, lack of appropriate management skills,
failing to build teams, being unable to think strategically and spending more time occupied with matters other then their
work assignments).

Shackleton (1995) argues that it is the leaders' failure to adapt that is the major contributor to their derailment. She
emphasises that changes brought about by a new leader, a radically different job, a reorganisation, or entry into the upper
echelons of the hierarchy, require that the manager change and adapt in order to remain successful. Leaders who derail
may have the same formative experiences as successful leaders, however, derailed leaders fail to learn from mistakes.

Conger (1990) focuses on similar themes in his study of the “dark side” of leadership, where he recognises that leaders
may use their charismatic qualities for personal gain and abusively turn against what is good for their followers as well as
for the organisation. Conger (1990) points to three particular skill areas that can contribute to such problems; the leaders'
strategic vision, their communication and impression-management skills, and their general management practices.
Examples of the “dark side” of the leader's strategic vision might be that the leader's vision reflects internal needs of the
leader rather than those of the market, or the vision may reflect the leader's unrealistic or distorted perception of what the
market needs. In both cases, the vision is not in the legitimate interest of the organisation. The potential liabilities in the
leader's communication and impression management skills may surface through exaggerated self-descriptions and claims
for the vision, and a habit of gaining commitment by restricting negative information and maximising positive
information. The potential liabilities of a leader's management practices may be displayed in his/her poor management of
people networks, unconventional behaviour that alienates subordinates, creation of disruptive “in-group/out-group”
rivalries, and an autocratic, controlling management style (Conger, 1990). Conger's description of “the dark side” of
leadership includes behaviours that violate the legitimate interest of the organisation, both by undermining or sabotaging
the organisation's goals, tasks, resources, and effectiveness, and by undermining the motivation, well-being or job
satisfaction of subordinates, and may therefore be regarded as derailed leadership behaviour.

3.3. Supportive–disloyal leaders

Supportive–disloyal leaders show consideration for the welfare of subordinates while violating the legitimate
interest of the organisation by undermining task and goal attainment. Such leaders may steal resources from the
organisation, be it material, time, or financial resources (Altheide et al., 1978; Ditton, 1977). Supportive−disloyal
leaders may grant their employees more benefits then they are obliged to at the cost of the organisation. They may also
encourage loafing or misconduct on the part of subordinates (Einarsen et al., 2002). Supportive–disloyal leadership
behaviour has some features in common with what Blake & Mouton (1985) termed, “Country Club Management,” as
both types reflect an overriding concern with establishing camaraderie with subordinates.

Few studies have focused on leaders who are destructive towards the organisation. Greenberg (1997) argues that this
may be explained by the fact that such behaviours primarily have been defined as a law enforcement problem instead of
a management problem. It is known, however, that theft, fraud, and embezzlement are widespread problems in today's
business world, and that leaders on different organisational levels may participate in such behaviours (Altheide et al.,
1978; Greenberg, 1997; Mars, 1994; Reese, 1992; Rosoff, Pontell, & Tillman, 2002). Examples of such behaviours are
found in a study by Altheide et al. (1978), where superiors rewarded subordinates by giving them products the
company manufactured. Some arranged for stealing among subordinates by letting products “gather dust” so that
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subordinates could purchase them at a reduced price (Altheide et al., 1978). Ditton's (1977) study of British bakeries, is
another example, where thefts were so profound and accepted by some superiors that they planned for extra loaves to
be baked to avoid running short during the day.

It must be emphasised that supportive–disloyal leadership behaviour may include destructive behaviours other than
theft. Leaders may engage in sabotage or actively prevent goal attainment. The intention of the supportive–disloyal
leader may not necessarily be to harm the organisation; rather he or she may be acting upon a different “vision” or
strategy in support of other values and goals than that of the organisation, even believing that he or she acts with the
organisation's best interest at heart. Leaders who lack strategic competence may still be able to nurture friendly
relationships with subordinates; but even though they may be popular among some or all of their subordinates, these
leaders would be considered destructive if their behaviour is not in the legitimate interest of the organisation.

3.4. Constructive leadership

The fourth quadrant of the model describes leaders who behave constructively both towards subordinates and the
organisation. First, these leaders act in accordance with the legitimate interests of the organisation, supporting and
enhancing the goals, tasks, and strategy of the organisation as well as making optimal use of organisational resources.
Simultaneously, they enhance the motivation, well-being and job satisfaction of their followers by engaging in
behaviours such as inviting subordinates to an extended engagement, and granting involvement and participation in
decision processes. These leaders are concerned with the welfare of their subordinates while simultaneously being
focused on goal attainment and the effective use of resources in the service of the legitimate interests of the
organisation. We acknowledge that the proposed model does not do justice to the considerable body of research that has
sought to identify the characteristics of constructive leadership (Bass, 1990; Yukl, 2002). Our purpose here is merely to
use a broad conceptualisation of constructive leadership to draw attention to distinctions that may be made in terms of
the ways destructive leadership manifests.

3.5. What about passive and inactive forms of leadership?

The proposed model does not explicitly define passive forms of leadership, such as laissez-fair leadership, which is
included in some general leadership models (e.g. Bass, 1990; Blake & Mouton, 1985), and the focus of some works on
destructive leadership (e.g..Kelloway et al., 2005, 2006). “Laissez-faire leadership” represents a leadership style where
the leader has more or less abdicated from the responsibilities and duties designated to him/her (Lewin, Lippitt, &
White, 1939). For instance, in their work on the “Managerial Grid”, Blake & Mouton (1985), describe “impoverished
management” as a kind of leadership where the leader exerts a minimal amount of effort to get required work done
combined with a minimal concern for subordinates. This type of leadership behaviour has several characteristics in
common with both “laissez-faire leadership” (Bass, 1990) and what has been called “passive management-by-
exception” (Bass, 1990). Leaders engaging in the passive management-by-exception style only intervene when
problems are either brought to their attention or become impossible to ignore (Bass, 1990). Leaders who rely on a
laissez-faire style try to avoid decision-making and the responsibilities associated with their position (Bass, 1990).

Intuitively, one might situate laissez-faire leadership in the middle of our framework. However, Stogdill (1974)
points out that comparing laissez-faire leadership to non-leadership is a severe mistake, which has caused conceptual
confusion around this leadership style. The appointment of a person to a leadership role evokes legitimate expectations
among both subordinates and superiors that, when left unfulfilled, may have consequences that are not in the
organisation's best interests. In a qualitative study of Swedish PhD. students who had dropped out of their doctoral
program, Frischer & Larsson (2000) identified laissez-faire leadership by supervisors as the main reason for this
attrition. Hence, in keeping with our characterisation of derailed leaders, laissez-faire leadership may have negative
consequences for both students (subordinates) and the university (organisation). Lewin et al. (1939) also found
negative consequences of this kind of leadership in their experimental study of the teacher-student relationship in
classroom settings. Compared to authoritarian and democratic leadership, laissez-faire leadership was associated with
work of low quality and quantity. Moreover, when the laissez-faire leader physically left the room, the children's
performance improved.

Consistent with the definition of destructive leadership introduced in this paper, laissez-faire leadership violates the
legitimate interests of organisations, by for example “stealing time”, while also possibly undermining the motivation,
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well-being and job satisfaction of subordinates (e.g. by failing to meet their legitimate expectations of guidance and
support). Hence, laissez-faire should be considered a form of destructive leadership. Because laissez-faire leadership
has the potential to undermine organisational objectives and/or subordinates' well-being, it may be classified according
to any of the three destructive leadership cells identified here; the appropriate cell may depend on how laissez-faire
leadership is enacted. Hence, empirical research is needed to investigate how laissez-faire leadership behaviour is
associated with the other leadership behaviours described in the proposed model. One possibility may be that “passive
versus active behaviours” constitutes a third dimension in our framework.

4. Conclusion

The variety of concepts and behavioural descriptions falling under the overarching concept of destructive leadership
has expanded significantly in the past years due to a welcome increase in research (e.g. Einarsen et al., 2002;
Kellerman, 2004; Kelloway et al., 2006; Tepper, 2000). Although there is some conceptual overlap among these
concepts, no agreed upon definition or overarching concept exists within this field, making it difficult to compare and
contrast the findings of different studies.

With those problems in mind, we proposed a definition and a model, which contributes in several ways to
destructive leadership theory and research. First, the proposed definition and the accompanying model contributes to
our understanding of destructive leadership by offering a broad and inclusive concept of destructive leadership
behaviour, including behaviours directed both towards subordinates and toward the larger organisation. Second, the
proposed model presents a nuanced picture of destructive leadership behaviour, pointing out that destructive leaders
may display destructive and constructive behaviours simultaneously. Third, the model presents a taxonomy of
destructive behaviours that clearly defines and differentiates the main forms of such behaviours. It is our belief that the
proposed model has the potential to serve as a basis for integrating research on such diverse constructs as leader
bullying, incivility, abuse, counterproductive behaviour, deviance, undermining, corruption, and theft. Future research
should attempt to empirically distinguish among the destructive leadership behaviours identified in our framework
(e.g., their etiology, antecedents, and consequences). It is our hope that the proposed definition and model will
stimulate further research and theory development in the area of destructive leadership.

References

Altheide, D. L., Adler, P. A., Adler, P., & Altheide, D. A. (1978). The social meaning of employee theft. In J. M. Johnson & J. D. Douglas (Eds.),
Crime at the top: Deviance in business and the professions. Philadelphia: J.B. Lippincott.

Ashforth, B. (1994). Petty tyranny in organizations. Human Relations, 47, 755−778.
Bass, B. M. (1990). Bass and Stogdill's handbook of leadership. Theory, Research and Managerial Applications, Vol. 3. New York: The Free

Press.
Baumeister, R. F., Bratslavsky, E., Finkenauer, C., & Vohs, K. E. (2001). Bad is stronger than good. Review of General Psychology, 5(4), 323−370.
Bies, R. J., & Tripp, T. M. (1998). Two faces of the powerless. Coping with tyranny in organizations. In R. M. Kramer & M.A. Neale (Eds.), Power

and influence in organizations (pp. 203−219). London: Sage.
Blake, R. R., & Mouton, J. S. (1985). The Managerial Grid III. Houston: Gulf Publishing.
Brodsky, C. M. (1976). The Harassed Worker. MA. Toronto: Lexington Books, D.C.
Burke, R. J. (2006). Why leaders fail. Exploring the dark side. In R. J. Burke & C. L. Cooper (Eds.), Inspiring leaders. London: Routledge.
Buss, A. H. (1961). The psychology of aggression. New York: Wiley and Sons.
Christie, R., & Geiss, F. L. (1970). Studies in Machiavellianism. New York: Academic Press.
Conger, J. A. (1990). The dark side of leadership. Organizational Dynamics, 19(2), 44−55.
Ditton, J. (1977). Part-time crime; an ethnography of fiddling and pilferage. London: Billings & Sons Ltd.
Dunkelberg, J., & Jessup, D. R. (2001). So then why did you do it? Journal of Business Ethics, 29(1/2), 51−63.
Einarsen, S., Hoel, H., Zapf, D., & Cooper, C. L. (2003). The concept of bullying at work: The European tradition. In S. Einarsen, H. Hoel, D. Zapf, & C. L.

Cooper (Eds.),Bullying and emotional abuse in theworkplace. International perspectives in research and practice (pp. 3−30). London: Taylor&Francis.
Einarsen, S., Nielsen, M. B., Raknes, B. I., & Skogstad, A. (2005). Den destruktive medarbeider: Utro tjener og notorisk unnasluntrer? (The

Destructive employee; unfaithful servant or a laisy bastard? In S. Einarsen & A. Skogstad (Eds.), Den dyktige medarbeider. Behov og
forventninger (pp. 249−272). Bergen: Fagbokforlaget.

Einarsen, S., Skogstad, A., Aasland, M. S., & Løseth, A. M. S. B. (2002). Destruktivt lederskap: Årsaker og konsekvenser (Causes and consequences
of destructive leadership). In A. Skogstad & S. Einarsen (Eds.), Ledelse på godt og vondt. Effektivitet og trivsel (pp. 233−254). Bergen:
Fagbokforlaget.

Frischer, J., & Larsson, K. (2000). Laissez-faire in research education — an inquiry into a Swedish doctoral program. Higher Education Policy, 13,
131−155.
Please cite this article as: Einarsen, S. et al. Destructive leadership behaviour: A definition and conceptual model. The Leadership Quarterly
(2007), doi:10.1016/j.leaqua.2007.03.002

http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.leaqua.2007.03.002


10 S. Einarsen et al. / The Leadership Quarterly xx (2007) xxx–xxx

ARTICLE IN PRESS
Furnham, A., & Taylor, J. (2004). The dark side of behaviour at work. Understanding and avoiding employees leaving, thieving and deceiving. New
York: Palgrave Macmillan.

Greenberg, J. (1997). The steal motive: Managing the social determinants of employee theft. In R. A. Giacalone & J. Greenberg (Eds.), Antisocial in
organizations. Thousand Oaks: Sage Publications.

Hoel, H., Rayner, C., & Cooper, C. L. (1999). Workplace bullying. In C. L. Cooper & I. T. Robertson (Eds.), International review of industrial and
organizational psychology (pp. 195−230). Chichester: John Wiley & Sons.

Hornstein, H. A. (1996). Brutal Bosses and their pray. New York: Riverhead Books.
Ironside, M., & Seifert, R. (2003). Tackling bullying in the workplace: The collective dimension. In S. Einarsen, H. Hoel, D. Zapf, & C. L. Cooper

(Eds.), Bullying and emotional abuse in the workplace. International perspectives in research and practice (pp. 383−398). London: Taylor &
Francis.

Kellerman, B. (2004). Bad leadership. What it is, how it happens, why it matters. Boston: Harvard Business School Press.
Kelloway, E. K., Mullen, J., & Francis, L. (2006). Divergent effects of transformational and passive leadership on employee safety. Journal of

Occupational Health Psychology, 11(1), 76−86.
Kelloway, E. K., Sivanathan, N., Francis, L., & Barling, J. (2005). Poor leadership. In J. Barling, E. K. Kelloway, & M. R. Frone (Eds.),Handbook of

work stress. Thousand Oaks: Sage Publications.
Kile, S. M. (1990). Helsefarleg leierskap (Health endangering leadership). Bergen, Norway: Universitetet i Bergen.
Lewin, K., Lippitt, R., & White, R. K. (1939). Patterns of aggressive behaviour in experimentally created social climates. Journal of Social

Psychology, 10, 271−301.
Lipman-Blumen, J. (2005). The allure of toxic leaders. Why we follow destructive bosses and corrupt politicians — and how we can survive them.

Oxford: Oxford University Press.
Lombardo, M. M., & McCall, M. W. J. (1984). Coping with an intolerable boss. Greensboro, North Carolina: Center for Creative Leadership.
Ma, H., Karri, R., & Chittipeddi, K. (2004). The paradox of managerial tyranny. Business Horizons, 4(4), 33−40.
Mars, G. (1994). Cheats at work. An anthropology of workplace crime London: Allen & Unwin.
McCall, M. W. J., & Lombardo, M. M. (1983). Off the track: Why and how successful executives get derailed.Greensboro: Center for Creative

Leadership Report No. 21.
Namie, G., & Namie, R. (2000). The bully at work. What you can do to stop the hurt and reclaim the dignity on the job. Naperville: Sourcebooks, Inc.
Neuman, J. H., & Baron, R. M. (2005). Aggression in the workplace: A social–psychological perspective. In S. Fox & P. E. Spector (Eds.),

Counterproductive. Investigations of actors and targets. Washington, DC: American Psychological Association.
Rayner, C., Hoel, H., & Cooper, C. L. (2002).Workplace bullying.What we know, who is to blame, and what can we do? London: Taylor & Francis.
Reese, E. (1992). Cross-Cultural Ethics: An Investigation Into Individuals' Attitudes and Towards Employee Theft and Deviance. Unpublished

Doctoral thesis, Norsk Handels Høyskole, Bergen.
Rosoff, S. M., Pontell, H. N., & Tillman, R. H. (2002). Profit without honor.White-collar crime and the looting of America New Jersey: Prentice Hall.
Sackett, P. R., & DeVore, C. J. (2001). Counterproductives at work. In N. Anderson, D. S. Ones, H. K. Sinangil, & C. Viswesvaran (Eds.),Handbook

of Industrial, Work & Organizational Psychology, Vol. 1. London: Sage Publications.
Shackleton, V. (1995). Leaders who derail. In V. Shackleton (Ed.), Business leadership. London: Thomson.
Skogstad, A. (1997). Effects of leadership behaviour on job satisfaction, health and efficiency. Unpublished Phd thesis. Bergen Norway, University

of Bergen.
Stogdill, R. M. (1974). Handbook of leadership: a survey of theory and research. New York: Free Press.
Tepper, B. J. (2000). Consequences of abusive supervision. Academy of Management Journal, 43(2), 178−190.
UNISON. (1997). UNISON's members' experience of bullying at work. London: UNISON.
Vredenburgh, D., & Brender, Y. (1998). The hierarchical abuse of power in work organizations. Journal of Business Ethics, 17(12), 1337−1347.
Yukl, G. (2002). Leadership in organizations. New Jersey: Prentice Hall.
Zapf, D., Einarsen, S., Hoel, H., & Vartia, M. (2003). Empirical findings on bullying in the workplace. In S. Einarsen, H. Hoel, D. Zapf, & C. L.

Cooper (Eds.), Bullying and emotional abuse in the workplace. International perspectives in research and practice (pp. 103−126). London:
Taylor & Francis.
Please cite this article as: Einarsen, S. et al. Destructive leadership behaviour: A definition and conceptual model. The Leadership Quarterly
(2007), doi:10.1016/j.leaqua.2007.03.002

View publication stats

http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.leaqua.2007.03.002
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/222819132

	Destructive leadership behaviour: A definition and conceptual model
	Introduction
	A definition of destructive leadership
	An all-inclusive concept
	Systematic and repeated behaviour
	No call for intent
	The legitimate interest of the organisation

	A conceptual model of leadership behaviour
	Tyrannical leadership
	Derailed leadership
	Supportive–disloyal leaders
	Constructive leadership
	What about passive and inactive forms of leadership?

	Conclusion
	References


