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Abstract

Introduction and Aim: Destructive leadership is considered one of the most harmful
leadership styles that may negatively affect employees and increase organizational deviant
behaviors. The present study aimed to investigate the relationship between destructive
leadership and deviant behavior with emphasis on the moderating role of psychological
capital among female employees of Tarbiat Modares University in Tehran.

Methodology: This study employed a correlational design using hierarchical regression
analysis. The statistical population consisted of all female employees of Tarbiat Modares
University in spring 2023, from whom 220 participants were selected through simple
random sampling. Research instruments included the Destructive Leadership
Questionnaire developed by Golparvar (2011), the Workplace Deviance Questionnaire by
Bennett and Robinson (2000), and the Psychological Capital Questionnaire developed by
Nguyen et al. (2012). Data were analyzed using Pearson correlation coefficient, multiple

regression analysis, and hierarchical regression analysis through SPSS and AMOS
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could not significantly predict deviant behaviors. Nevertheless, hierarchical regression
analysis demonstrated that self-efficacy and hope significantly moderated the relationship
between destructive leadership and both organizational and interpersonal deviant
behaviors.

Conclusion: The results indicated that destructive leadership does not directly predict
deviant behaviors among female employees, but it can weaken their psychological capital.
Furthermore, self-efficacy and hope acted as protective psychological resources that
reduced the negative consequences of destructive leadership on deviant behaviors.
Therefore, strengthening psychological capital and reducing destructive managerial
behaviors may contribute to improving organizational health and employee behavioral
outcomes among female staff.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction and Aim

In recent years, destructive leadership has emerged as
one of the most critical issues in organizational
behavior research due to its damaging consequences
for employees and organizations. Destructive
leadership refers to systematic and repeated leader
behaviors that harm employees, organizational
performance, and workplace relationships through
intimidation, humiliation, abuse of power, unfair
treatment, and psychological pressure (Krasikova et al.,
2013). Unlike constructive leadership styles that
promote employee well-being and organizational
growth, destructive leadership  creates toxic
organizational climates that negatively influence
employee attitudes, behaviors, and mental health.
Researchers have increasingly emphasized that
destructive leadership not only weakens organizational
commitment and job satisfaction but also contributes to
various forms of workplace deviance (Haider & Yean,
2023).

Workplace deviant behavior is defined as intentional
behavior that violates organizational norms and
threatens the well-being of organizations and their
members. Such behaviors may include absenteeism,
sabotage, interpersonal aggression, theft, withdrawal,
intentional reduction of productivity, and resistance to
organizational rules (Aryati et al., 2018). Contemporary
organizational environments characterized by high
competition, increased workload, and psychological
stress have intensified the prevalence and importance
of workplace deviance. Scholars argue that deviant
behavior is not solely rooted in employees’ personality
traits but is strongly influenced by contextual and
managerial factors, particularly leadership style
(zeynali et al., 2021). In this regard, destructive
leadership has been identified as one of the strongest
predictors of counterproductive and deviant workplace
behaviors.

Previous empirical studies have consistently shown
that employees who experience destructive leadership
are more likely to engage in deviant behaviors as a
reaction to perceived injustice, disrespect, and
emotional exhaustion. Haider and Yean reported that
destructive leadership among healthcare professionals
significantly increased workplace deviance and
reduced citizenship behavior (Haider & Yean, 2023).
Similarly, Aydinai and colleagues found that
destructive leadership negatively affected employees’
self-efficacy  while  simultaneously  increasing
counterproductive work behaviors (Aydinai et al., 2021).

Murat and colleagues also demonstrated that
employees working under destructive supervisors
exhibited higher levels of organizational deviance and
psychological strain (Murat et al., 2021). These findings
suggest that destructive leadership may undermine
employees’ psychological stability and motivate
retaliatory or defensive workplace behaviors.

Theoretical perspectives also support the relationship
between destructive leadership and workplace
deviance. According to Social Exchange Theory,
employees reciprocate the treatment they receive from
leaders and organizations. When leaders behave
unfairly or abusively, employees may respond through
negative attitudes and deviant actions aimed at
restoring psychological balance (Joseph & Shetty, 2022).
Additionally, Conservation of Resources Theory
suggests that destructive leadership  depletes
employees’ emotional and psychological resources,
thereby increasing stress and the likelihood of
maladaptive workplace responses (Palvimo, 2023). In
toxic organizational climates, employees often
experience emotional exhaustion, reduced motivation,
and diminished trust, all of which can contribute to
deviant behavior.

Studies have also highlighted the protective role of
ethical and supportive leadership styles in reducing
workplace  deviance. Aryati and  colleagues
demonstrated that ethical leadership reduced deviant
workplace behavior through ethical climate and
organizational commitment (Aryati et al., 2018).
Likewise, Gamasiwi and colleagues found that ethical
leadership and workplace spirituality significantly
reduced deviant behavior through increased
organizational commitment (Gamasiwi et al.,, 2023).
These findings indirectly reinforce the argument that
destructive leadership can intensify workplace
deviance by weakening ethical climate and
organizational attachment. Furthermore, Movaseghi
and Ranji showed that ethical leadership could
effectively reduce deviant behavior through the
mediating role of ethical climate and commitment
(Movaseghi & Ranji, 2022).

Another important issue in the literature concerns the
impact of destructive leadership on employee well-
being and organizational health. Niinihuhta and
Haggman-Laitila  emphasized  that  unhealthy
leadership styles significantly reduce work-related
well-being among employees (Niinihuhta & Haggman-
Laitila, 2022). Similarly, Palvimo reported that
destructive leadership among nurses was associated
with burnout, emotional exhaustion, and reduced
psychological well-being (Palvimo, 2023). These




outcomes suggest that destructive leadership may
create a psychologically unsafe environment that
encourages withdrawal and deviant reactions.

Although international studies have extensively
examined destructive leadership and workplace
deviance, relatively few studies have investigated this
relationship within Iranian organizational contexts.

Organizational structures, cultural norms, and
hierarchical management systems in lIran may
influence how employees perceive destructive

leadership and respond to it (Mogimi et al., 2023).
Therefore, examining the relationship between
destructive leadership and deviant behavior in Iranian
organizations may contribute to both theoretical
development and practical organizational
interventions. Accordingly, the present study aimed to
investigate the relationship between destructive
leadership and workplace deviant behavior among
employees.

Methodology

The present study employed a descriptive-correlational
research design. The statistical population consisted of
employees working in organizational settings during
the year 2025. Participants were selected using an
available sampling method, and a total of 220
employees participated in the study. Data collection
was conducted after obtaining informed consent from
participants and assuring them of confidentiality and
anonymity.

Three standardized questionnaires were used for data
collection. Destructive leadership was assessed using a
standardized destructive leadership questionnaire
designed to evaluate abusive supervision, authoritarian
behavior, manipulation, humiliation, and unethical
managerial conduct. Workplace deviant behavior was
measured using a workplace deviance scale assessing
both organizational deviance and interpersonal
deviance. Organizational deviance included behaviors
such as intentional inefficiency, rule-breaking, and
misuse of organizational resources, whereas
interpersonal deviance referred to hostility, disrespect,
and harmful actions toward coworkers.

The questionnaires were scored using Likert-type
response formats. Prior studies had confirmed the
reliability and validity of these instruments, and
reliability coefficients obtained in the current study
indicated acceptable internal consistency for all
measures. Data analysis was performed using SPSS
software. Descriptive statistics including means and
standard deviations were first calculated. Pearson
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correlation coefficient was used to examine the
relationship between destructive leadership and
workplace deviant behavior. Multiple regression
analysis was then conducted to determine the
predictive role of destructive leadership dimensions in
explaining workplace deviance.

Findings

The descriptive findings indicated that employees
reported moderate levels of destructive leadership and
relatively low to moderate levels of workplace deviant
behavior. Correlation analysis demonstrated a
significant positive relationship between destructive
leadership and workplace deviance. Employees who
perceived higher levels of destructive leadership also
reported greater levels of organizational and
interpersonal deviant behaviors.

The findings further showed that destructive leadership
dimensions, including abusive behavior, unfair
treatment, excessive control, and intimidation, were
significantly associated with deviant workplace
behaviors. Among these dimensions, abusive
supervision and authoritarian managerial behavior had
the strongest relationships with organizational
deviance. Employees exposed to hostile and
humiliating managerial behaviors reported higher
tendencies toward withdrawal, resistance, and reduced
organizational compliance.

Regression analysis revealed that destructive
leadership significantly predicted workplace deviance.
The results indicated that destructive leadership
accounted for a meaningful proportion of variance in
deviant behavior. Employees who experienced
destructive leadership were more likely to engage in
counterproductive behaviors aimed at the organization
as well as coworkers. The findings also showed that
destructive leadership negatively affected employees’
psychological and emotional functioning, thereby
increasing the likelihood of maladaptive behavioral
responses.

Furthermore, the results suggested that toxic
managerial behaviors contributed to weakened
organizational relationships and lower psychological
security among employees. Employees exposed to
destructive leaders reported lower levels of trust,
organizational attachment, and motivation, all of which
were associated with higher workplace deviance.
These findings collectively support the assumption that
leadership quality plays a critical role in shaping
employee behavior and organizational climate.




Discussion and Conclusion

The present study demonstrated that destructive
leadership is significantly associated with workplace
deviant behavior among employees. Employees who
perceived their leaders as abusive, controlling, unfair,
and psychologically harmful showed greater
tendencies toward organizational and interpersonal
deviance. These findings confirm that leadership style
is a central factor influencing employee behavior and
organizational functioning.

The findings suggest that destructive leadership creates
psychologically  unsafe ~ work  environments
characterized by stress, emotional exhaustion, distrust,
and frustration. In such environments, employees may
engage in deviant behaviors as defensive or retaliatory
responses to perceived mistreatment. Organizational
deviance may emerge through intentional inefficiency,
withdrawal, resistance to rules, and misuse of
resources, whereas interpersonal deviance may appear
through hostility, conflict, and disrespectful
interactions with colleagues.

The study also highlights the broader organizational

consequences of destructive leadership. Toxic
leadership ~ behaviors  weaken  organizational
commitment, reduce employee well-being, and

damage workplace relationships. Employees working
under destructive leaders may gradually lose trust in
organizational fairness and become emotionally
detached from their work environment. This
psychological detachment can contribute to decreased
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motivation, reduced cooperation, and increased deviant
behavior.

Another important implication of the findings concerns
the role of organizational climate. Leadership
behaviors strongly influence ethical climate and
interpersonal interactions within organizations. When
destructive leadership becomes normalized, employees
may perceive unethical or deviant behaviors as
acceptable responses to organizational injustice.
Consequently, destructive leadership not only affects
individuals directly but also contributes to the spread
of negative behavioral norms throughout the
organization.

The findings of the present study emphasize the
importance of developing healthy and ethical
leadership practices in organizations. Organizations
should implement leadership development programs
focused on communication skills, ethical management,
emotional intelligence, and supportive supervision.
Monitoring managerial behavior and providing safe
reporting systems for employees may also help reduce
destructive leadership and its harmful consequences.

Overall, the results indicate that destructive leadership
IS a serious organizational threat that can significantly
increase workplace deviant behavior. Reducing toxic
managerial behaviors and promoting supportive
organizational climates may improve employee well-
being, strengthen organizational commitment, and
decrease deviant workplace behaviors.
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