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ABSTRACT  

Toxic leadership has become an increasingly critical concern in contemporary organisations, as employees 

across sectors report rising incidents of hostile, abusive, or self-serving managerial behaviour. This research 

paper explores the impact of toxic leadership on employee morale and turnover by analysing psychological, 

behavioural, and organisational mechanisms influenced by destructive leadership styles. Toxic leadership, 

often characterised by authoritarian behaviour, humiliation, manipulation, and inconsistency, creates a 

psychologically unsafe environment that weakens trust, reduces motivation, and increases emotional 

exhaustion. Through an examination of empirical studies and secondary data trends up to 2021, this paper 

demonstrates how toxic leadership contributes to rising turnover intentions and actual employee attrition. A 

narrative literature review summarises key scholarly findings, and simple text-based diagrams are included to 

support conceptual understanding. The findings reveal that toxic leadership is strongly correlated with reduced 

morale, increased job dissatisfaction, silent disengagement, absenteeism, and voluntary turnover. The paper 

concludes that organisations must adopt preventive strategies, structured feedback channels, leadership 

assessment frameworks, and strong HR governance mechanisms to reduce toxic behaviours and promote a 

healthy work culture. Addressing toxic leadership is not only essential for employee well-being but also for 

long-term organisational performance and sustainability.  

INTRODUCTION  

Leadership plays a foundational role in shaping organisational culture, employee behaviour, and overall 

workplace climate. Effective leadership inspires employees, fosters trust, and strengthens organisational 

commitment. However, when leadership turns toxic, organisations face profound negative consequences that 

extend beyond individual dissatisfaction. Toxic leadership refers to patterns of destructive behaviour 

demonstrated by individuals in positions of authority, where the leader repeatedly harms employees 

psychologically, emotionally, or professionally. These behaviours may involve humiliation, 

micromanagement, authoritarian control, manipulation, favouritism, or unpredictable aggression.  

Over the past decade, toxic leadership has emerged as a significant global organisational challenge. Research 

indicates a steady rise in hostile leadership complaints, employee burnout cases, and voluntary turnover 

attributed to harmful managerial behaviours. Toxic leaders undermine morale by creating fear-driven 

environments, weakening employee motivation, and obstructing professional growth. Their actions often 

result in decreased productivity, lowered team cohesion, and increased organisational conflict. Toxic  

Employee morale is directly influenced by how respected, supported, and valued individuals feel in their roles. 

When exposed to toxic leadership, employees experience chronic stress, loss of confidence, emotional 

exhaustion, and reduced job satisfaction. As morale declines, employees become disengaged, less productive, 

and more likely to consider leaving the organisation altogether.  

Turnover is one of the most visible organisational consequences of toxic leadership. High turnover disrupts 

workflow stability, increases recruitment and training costs, and damages organisational reputation. 

Organisations reporting high levels of toxic leadership typically face decreased retention rates, difficulty 

attracting talent, and reduced overall performance.  

This paper examines the mechanisms through which toxic leadership affects employee morale and turnover. 

It synthesises existing research literature, analyses turnover trend data up to 2021, and incorporates diagrams 

to illustrate conceptual relationships. The goal is to provide a comprehensive understanding of how destructive 

leadership behaviours harm individuals and organisations—and what proactive measures are needed to 

address the issue effectively.  

OBJECTIVES OF THE STUDY  

To examine the nature and characteristics of toxic leadership.  

To analyse its impact on employee morale.  

To investigate the relationship between toxic leadership and employee turnover.  

To present empirical evidence and recent data trends up to 2021.  
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To offer recommendations for organisations to mitigate toxic leadership.  

LITERATURE REVIEW S  

Avey et al. (2015) found that toxic leadership significantly reduces psychological well-being and increases 

withdrawal behaviour.  

Erickson et al. (2018) demonstrated that abusive supervision leads to emotional exhaustion and reduced 

morale.  

Gallus et al. (2016) identified that fear-based leadership correlates with anxiety and lower organisational 

commitment.  

Sharma and Singh (2020) reported that toxic leadership increases voluntary turnover in academic institutions.  

Schmidt (2014) highlighted that narcissistic and self-serving leadership directly harms employee trust.  

DATA ANALYSIS AND FINDINGS  

Effect of Toxic Leadership on Employee Morale  

Diagram 1: Conceptual Model  
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DISCUSSION  

Toxic leadership creates an environment of fear, emotional instability, and psychological pressure. Employees 

working under such conditions often report feelings of isolation, disrespect, and helplessness. These factors 

collectively lower employee morale, reducing their engagement and productivity. Over time, the persistent 

negative climate increases burnout, making employees more inclined to quit.  

The rising turnover trend from 2018 to 2021 supports existing research that toxic organisational climates lead 

to higher attrition rates. Even before the COVID-19 pandemic, organisations struggled with leadership-related 

resignations, and post-pandemic work stress further amplified the effects.  

RECOMMENDATIONS  

Implement leadership training in emotional intelligence and ethical behaviour.  

Create protected channels for reporting abusive supervision.  

Conduct periodic 360-degree leadership evaluations.  

Strengthen HR policies governing workplace misconduct. Promote a 

culture of psychological safety.  

CONCLUSION  

Toxic leadership is a critical organisational issue that undermines employee morale, increases turnover, and 

weakens long-term performance. The findings of this study reinforce the importance of leadership 

accountability, supportive work environments, and active HR intervention. Addressing toxic leadership not 

only boosts morale but also enhances organisational stability and success.  
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