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areas, leadership, followers and corporate culture, I deemed the AWEST an appropriate 

model in which to frame this study.  

The Toxic Triangle 

The toxic triangle within the workplace consists of toxic leaders, toxic work 

environments, and toxic followers (Padilla et al., 2007). Authors have noted that each 

factor within the triangle can cause or perpetuate toxicity in all three aspects (Fraher, 

2016; Leonard, 2014; Padilla et al., 2007). In other words, if leaders in the workplace 

demonstrate toxic leadership behaviors and styles, their toxicity can translate to unhappy 

or toxic workers, thereby leading to a toxic work environment where workers and leaders 

are unhappy, anxious, and less productive (Fraher, 2016). Similarly, if a generally 

positive leader steps into a toxic environment or must deal with negative or toxic 

workers, they may adapt their leadership style toward more toxic behaviors (Fraher, 

2016), further perpetuating the cycle of toxicity. The following subsections show each 

factor within this triangle. 

Toxic Leaders 

Toxic leaders are the first factor involved when discussing workplace toxicity. 

This is due to leadership’s role and responsibility in modeling desired behavior to 

followers, as well as establishing the kind of culture the business wishes to maintain 

(Eisenbeiß & Brodbeck, 2013). In other words, followers take their cues from leaders 

(Padilla et al., 2007). If a leader portrays toxic behavior, such as being unethical in their 

dealings or showing favoritism to some employees while bullying others, highly 

susceptible followers will begin to portray similar behaviors (Baronce, 2015; Eisenbeiß & 
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Brodbeck, 2013). For example, workers unwilling to behave unethically may then face 

marginalization or victimization by the followers and leaders promoting said behavior, or 

they will begin to withdraw from participating in the company (Hayes, Douglas, & 

Bonner, 2015; Jha & Jha, 2015).  

Boddy (2015) found that workplace outcomes with a psychopathic CEO in charge 

included staff withdraw, higher turnover rates, and bullying. Such employee withdrawal 

or turnover may lead to lower creativity, productivity, and innovation in a company, 

thereby negatively influencing its profits and competitiveness in its industry (Boddy, 

2015; Tsai et al., 2015). In addition, researchers have related employee withdrawal and 

turnover to the increased stress workers often experience when working with a toxic 

leader (Hadadian & Zarei, 2016). To deal with the anxiety caused by worrying about the 

erratic nature of their leader or needing to work harder due to incompetent leaders, 

workers can either opt to leave their current workplace entirely or stop putting in their 

best work to avoid additional exposure to their leader (Cotton, 2016; Hadadian & Zarei, 

2016).  

A leader can display toxicity in numerous ways. Hadadian and Zarei (2016), 

Green (2014), and Mathieu et al. (2014) found leaders with narcissistic qualities could 

develop toxicity in a workplace. Any leader who either uses their position for self-

promotion to save the organization (through the overt or latent idea that their superior 

knowledge or abilities are the only way a company will succeed) or undermines others or 

the company can create a toxic work environment (Bell, 2017; Boddy, 2014; Cotton, 

2016). While narcissism and self-promotion may not inherently constitute added stress 
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for workers, these elements are often combined with unpredictability, authoritarian 

leadership styles, and abusive supervision, all of which can lead to stress and anxiety, 

thereby creating a toxic work environment. 

Leaders can be toxic if they are incompetent or unsuited for their job or leadership 

role (Green, 2014). In this case, workers who see their leaders’ inabilities may lose 

respect for them, thereby undermining not only their leaders but also the organizational 

structure (Fischbacher-Smith, 2015). Workers may be angry at having to work under a 

toxic leader (Mathieu et al., 2014). Continued worker animosity toward their leaders can 

encourage a toxic work environment and can extend to workers’ family and social circles 

if they cannot express their anger in a positive way in the work environment (Jha & Jha, 

2015; Mathieu et al., 2014). Researchers have noted that unethical dealings, a lack of 

trust between leaders and workers, and a failure to consider worker wellbeing or concerns 

equated to toxic leadership (Eisenbeiß & Brodbeck, 2013; Maxwell, 2015; Mehta & 

Maheshwari, 2014). 

Toxic leaders can negatively influence a worker’s ability to think critically or 

effectively problem-solve (Bell, 2017). Toxic leaders who do not seek their followers’ 

wellbeing and attempt to deal with problems in a healthy, effective manner cannot 

demonstrate such positive behavior for their workers to follow (Fischbacher-Smith, 2015; 

Jha & Jha, 2015). Workers subjected to toxic leadership may become afraid to voice their 

opinions or solutions due to potential backlash from their toxic leader (Peng, 

Schaubroeck, & Li, 2014). Leaders should attempt to counter such toxicity by providing 

workers with an environment where their voices will be heard and respected (Hewlett, 
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2016). The real or perceived leader backlash to voicing concerns or providing alternatives 

often derives from workers experiencing leaders authoritarian or taking a fundamentalist 

“my way or the highway” approach to projects and management (Cotton, 2016; Padilla et 

al., 2007). Such fear and lack of positive leader-member exchanges can also negatively 

influence overall department or company performance, as well as continue the toxic cycle 

in the workplace (Bell, 2017; Peng et al., 2014).  

Leonard (2014) noted that the dynamic between leaders and their followers was 

critical in the toxicity of a work environment. Leaders with a bad relationship with their 

followers would perpetuate a toxic environment, while the converse was also true, where 

leaders with positive relationships with their followers perpetuated happier and healthier 

environments (Fischbacher-Smith, 2015; Leonard, 2014; Tse & Chiu, 2014). While 

unhealthy dynamics may first derive from workers, leaders who do not work to rectify 

worker negativity will encourage the toxic environment (Cotton, 2016; Moore et al., 

2015). Leaders and future leaders must have training in ways in which to deal with toxic 

followers, alternatives to authoritarian leadership styles, and undo toxic cultures (Aarons, 

Ehrhart, Farahnak, & Hurlburt, 2015). Such training will be discussed in more detail later 

in the chapter.  

Toxic leadership can be unintentional or can arise from good intentions (Cotton, 

2016; Fraher, 2016). Leaders may enter a struggling department and wish to fix the issues 

swiftly by employing specific skills and knowledge, or leaders may work in a high-stress 

environment that requires immediate and decisive action, which can lead to relying on 

their abilities before wasting time incorporating their workers in the situation (Cotton, 



28 

 

2016; Fraher, 2016). In these cases, the toxic leader wishes to provide aid; in the process, 

they unwittingly undermine their workers (Fraher, 2016). Prolonged undermining may 

then lead to worker resentment or withdrawal, thereby perpetuating a cycle of workplace 

toxicity (Fischbacher-Smith, 2015; Mehta & Maheshwari, 2014).  

Toxic leadership can also be found in any organization and across any culture or 

another demographic factor (Eisenbeiß & Brodbeck, 2013; Schmidt, 2014; Woestman & 

Wasonga, 2015). Woestman and Wasonga (2015) found that toxic leadership was often 

evident in schools and across different levels of school leadership, like principals, 

department heads and school governing bodies.. In particular, toxic leadership behavior, 

such as discrimination and aggression, was demonstrated in the principal-teacher 

dynamic, especially relating to principals, who were predominantly male and their female 

staff (Woestman & Wasonga, 2015). This finding showed instances of microaggression 

perpetrated at the leader-worker level, which could lead to both increased worker distress 

and a company culture of acceptance of microaggression (Basford, Offermann, & 

Behrend, 2014). Microaggression will be discussed in more detail later in the chapter.  

Schmidt (2014) also highlighted ways in which the military often reported cases 

of toxic leadership. Much of toxic leadership, such as abusive supervision and 

authoritarian leadership styles, derives from the idea of breaking and building soldiers in 

the military leadership context (Wright, 2015). Schmidt (2014) highlighted how military 

personnel in both low-stress like home life and high stress or active combat situations 

were still negatively influenced by toxic leadership through high degrees of personal 

stress, lack of group cohesion and trust, and overall lower levels of job satisfaction. These 
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findings indicated the idea that toxic leadership was influenced by organizational culture 

and workers (O’Hara, 2015). One should strategize to mitigate the negative effects of 

toxic leadership, thereby building stronger, more competitive companies, with a healthy 

and productive workforce (Jha & Jha, 2015; Schmidt, 2014).  

Toxic Work Environments 

The toxic workplace is the second point of interest in the toxic triangle. In the 

same way that toxic leadership can promote a toxic environment, so too can a toxic 

environment lead to toxic leaders and followers (Alvarado, 2016; Padilla et al., 2007). A 

toxic workplace has various factors that are characterized as being both destructive and 

ineffective workspaces for employees (Field, 2014). Often, they are a product of toxic 

people, like leaders and/or followers who are negative about their jobs, have aggressive 

or anti-social personalities, or who are ineffective at proactive problem-solving, or toxic 

contexts, such as naturally high-risk or high-stress work environments, like policing, 

nursing, or the military (Jones & Williams, 2013; Schmidt, 2014; Zhang et al., 2014).  

These factors need not automatically translate into toxic environments; the long-

term exposure to such factors or the inadequate dealing with issues related to such factors 

can cause environments to become toxic (Field, 2014; Moore et al., 2015). For example, 

soldiers may exhibit higher levels of inter-relational aggression with their colleagues due 

to factors, such as post-traumatic stress or mistrust (Schmidt, 2014). Whatever the case 

may be, negative worker behavior or attitudes must be dealt with timeously and 

efficiently through the provision of therapeutic assistance, training, and interpersonal 

conflict resolution and problem-solving strategies (Moore et al., 2015).  
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Dellasega et al. (2014); Zhang et al. (2014); Park, Cho, and Hong (2014); 

Laschinger et al. (2014); and Hayes et al. (2015) found that nurses often faced leader 

and/or coworker violence and incivility, higher levels of stress and burnout, and reported 

higher levels of desire to leave their place of employment. Nurses’ experiences of 

violence and incivility were partly due to the often unspoken but well-understood internal 

hospital hierarchy, where doctors and nursing leaders were seen as superior to nursing 

staff (Laschinger et al., 2014; Park et al., 2014). This hierarchy often led to dismissive 

and aggressive behavior toward nursing individuals, including verbal abuse and bullying 

(Park et al., 2014). Such aggressions and hierarchy made it harder for nurses to confront 

issues of violence or discrimination, leading to a silence that sustained the toxic 

environment (Laschinger et al., 2014). Dellasega et al. (2014) pointed out there might not 

be many aggressive individuals in an organization for a toxic work environment to occur. 

Instead, the moment a lack of recourse for followers or victims occurred or a reactionary, 

rather than a preventative approach to dealing with issues, even one aggressor can be 

enough to harm an entire department or organization (Laschinger et al., 2014).  

Moore et al. (2015) had similar findings, noting that toxic work environments 

derived from toxic attitudes remaining unaddressed or escalating conflicts being ignored. 

In other words, leaders and organizations wishing to undo toxic environments need to 

provide their workers with opportunities to voice their grievances and concerns, address 

individual worker bad behaviors and attitudes as quickly as possible, and have clear and 

uniform consequences for perpetrators of aggression (Laschinger et al., 2014). In 
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addition, organization leaders should attempt to ensure the mental, emotional, and 

physical well-being and safety of their employees (Hayes et al., 2015).  

Linton et al. (2015) noted how work stress and lower employee well-being in the 

workplace could lead to sleep disturbances for such employees. Even after removing 

themselves from a toxic environment, workers could struggle to regain their wellbeing, 

suffer from sleep disturbances that could compound stress, and report higher levels of 

home life conflict (Linton et al., 2015; Mathieu et al., 2014). Communication can play a 

key role in such mitigation (Moore et al., 2015).  

Leaders need not only address issues of worker wellbeing once a toxic situation 

has developed or is negatively influencing the worker(s) involved (Harder et al., 2015). 

Again, it takes time for workplace toxicity to occur (Jain & Kaur, 2014). Organization 

leaders should attempt to set provisions for dealing with potential toxic situations, like 

incompetent leadership or aggressive coworkers, before issues arise (Laschinger et al., 

2014). Such provisions at the leader and organizational levels will increase worker trust 

in the organization and leaders themselves. Issues will be dealt with and their wellbeing 

restored, which can translate to happier, more innovative workers who display increased 

propensities toward organizational loyalty (Brown, Crossley, & Robinson, 2014).  

The organization or respective leaders should not be the only ones responsible for 

dealing with potentially toxic issues that may escalate to the point of creating a toxic 

workplace (Tsai et al., 2015). Workers should also be responsible for their behaviors, 

particularly regarding how prepared they are to partake in active knowledge sharing or 

how territorial they may behave toward their coworkers when involved in projects 
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(Brown et al., 2014; Tsai et al., 2015). The more willing employees are to work with, 

rather than against their co-workers and leaders, and the more trust they build with one 

another, the lower the chances will be for toxicity to pervade the workspace (Brown et 

al., 2014; Tsai et al., 2015). Organization leaders should provide followers with the skills, 

knowledge, and training to problem-solve inter-coworker conflicts and 

misunderstandings to perform their jobs optimally to lessen general workspace stress 

(Moore et al., 2015).  

By allowing workers to deal with issues internally, providing necessary skills 

training and organizational recourse for toxic behavior, and promoting a culture void of 

toxicity, companies’ leaders can reap the rewards of more productive, loyal, and 

innovative employees (Harder et al., 2015; Jain & Kaur, 2014; Zhang et al., 2014). Dul 

and Ceylan (2014) also found that developing a positive work environment that focused 

on promoting creativity and provided a flexible work environment often led to increased 

levels of worker productivity and innovation. Dul and Ceylan emphasized that leaders 

played a key role in how such an environment could be created and sustained. From the 

research reviewed in this section, an interrelated nature occurred between leader-worker-

environment in how toxic workplaces developed. The same dynamic applied to how 

effective organization leaders were at countering workplace toxicity.  

Toxic Followers  

The final point in the toxic triangle is that of toxic followers. The literature, 

reviewed in the previous two subsections, already indicated ways in which workers 

played a key role in workplace toxicity––through emulating toxic leaders’ behavior, 
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withdrawing, or behaving badly toward their colleagues (Baronce, 2015; Brown et al., 

2014; Eisenbeiß & Brodbeck, 2013; Jha & Jha, 2015). Workers can assist in lowering 

workplace toxicity through contributing actively in their jobs, sharing knowledge, and 

promoting a positive and creative work atmosphere (Brown et al., 2014; Tsai et al., 

2015).  

Eisenbeiß and Brodbeck (2013) and Mowchan, Lowe, and Reckers (2015) found 

that followers subjected to unethical leadership were more likely to take part in or intend 

to take part in their unethical dealings in the work environment. This finding was true for 

workers who experienced low authoritarianism and high impulsivity in themselves and 

their leaders (Mowchan et al., 2015). Conversely, followers with higher levels of 

resistance to taking part in or intending to take part in unethical behavior tended to 

demonstrate higher levels of personal authoritarianism and proactiveness (Mowchan et 

al., 2015).  

Follower personality tended to play an important part in how toxic a work 

environment was (Padilla et al., 2007; Uhl-Bien, Riggio, Lowe, & Carsten, 2014). 

Followers, who were easily manipulated or more susceptible to toxic leaders, tended to 

either take on similar traits and attitudes (Baronce, 2015). Such followers would buy into 

the toxic work culture and further the toxic cycle (Baronce, 2015). Conversely, followers 

with less pliable personalities could either counter toxicity through their positive 

behaviors or intentionally or unintentionally contribute to toxicity by disagreeing with 

toxic leaders and coworkers in an environment. Their voices were not appreciated, so 

they could choose to withdraw and, in the process, stop giving their best during work 
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hours (Hayes et al., 2015; Hewlett, 2016). Nontoxic followers should learn how to deal 

with toxic individuals in productive ways to maintain their wellbeing, assist others in 

maintaining theirs and positively contribute to the company as a whole (Fraher, 2016; 

Holder & Nadal, 2016). I did not focus on this particular area, as I focused on leadership. 

This area is important to note, because, as stated, toxic individuals have the ability to 

negatively influence nontoxic workers. Future researchers might wish to study the kinds 

of training, skills and coping mechanisms that nontoxic employees could adapt to counter 

toxic leadership and work environments.  

Uhl-Bien et al. (2014) provided two potential frameworks in which to study 

follower dynamics. These were focused on understanding followers regarding either their 

roles in a company and different leader-follower dynamics or through how leaders could 

better incorporate their followers into the leadership process (Uhl-Bien et al., 2014). 

Understanding the leader-follower dynamic is also important in providing ways for 

avoiding and addressing leaders’ potential abuse of power (Reiley & Jacobs, 2016).  

Toxic leadership can often occur due to the inherent power dynamic and 

imbalance between workers and leaders (Collinson & Tourish, 2015). Toxic leaders tend 

to abuse this power dynamic for self-gain, often using fear, intimidation, favoritism, and 

other strategies above to manipulate and control their followers (Mehta & Maheshwari, 

2014; Starr-Glass, 2017). Followers may then employ similar strategies toward their 

subordinates or coworkers, either as a coping mechanism for dealing with their toxic 

leader. For instance, this perception may entail the fear that a leader may verbally abuse a 

worker if he or she does not complete a project on time, so the worker will verbally abuse 
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his or her coworkers if they do not complete their section of the project in a timely 

manner. This may also entail the perception that if a worker is permitted to verbally abuse 

his or her colleagues, so he or she will do whatever is deemed necessary to control the 

colleagues, exhibiting toxic behaviors (McKee, Waples, & Tullis, 2017; Padilla et al., 

2007).  

Toxic followers often seek out toxic leaders to ensure a continued environment of 

toxicity that feeds into their toxic desires of self-promotion or narcissism (Fischbacher-

Smith, 2015; Padilla et al., 2007). This dynamic, relating to maladaptive personalities, 

will be discussed in more detail later in the chapter. Workers who do not thrive under 

toxic leaders due to their own nontoxicity or are not susceptible or willing to change their 

behavior to placate toxic leaders or coworkers will exhibit higher levels of stress, lower 

productivity, and higher instances of conflict family or social circles (Jha & Jha, 2015; 

Mathieu et al. 2014). Even these nontoxic workers become part of the toxic cycle, rather 

than breaking the environment of toxicity in the workplace (Baronce, 2015). Reiley and 

Jacobs (2016) noted that such follower behavior occurred regarding their opinions of 

their leaders’ ethics.  

From the literature related to the toxic triangle, toxic leaders, toxic environments, 

and toxic followers all play an interrelated role in workplace toxicity development, 

continuation, and counteraction (Erickson et al., 2017; Padilla et al., 2007). Leaders play 

an important role in workplace toxicity. Not only do leaders dictate the atmosphere of the 

work environment through their leadership style, like authoritarian versus 

transformational), but they also provide an indication to their subordinates about what is 
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acceptable and unacceptable in their departments or the larger organization (Fraher, 2016; 

Starr-Glass, 2017). In other words, if leaders act in unethical ways, commit micro-

aggressions, show favoritism, or demonstrate any other behavior or attitudes, either their 

followers will begin exhibiting the same traits and attitudes, or they will suffer increased 

levels of stress due to the need to counteract such negatives (Alvarado, 2016; Eisenbeiß 

& Brodbeck, 2013; Mehta & Maheshwari, 2014).  

Leaders who do not effectively address toxic situations, even when they may not 

be toxic leaders, contribute to a toxic environment (Cotton, 2016; Field, 2014; 

Fischbacher-Smith, 2015). By not dealing with a toxic employee, addressing employee 

concerns about such issues as discrimination, or approaching issues from a reactive rather 

than preventative angle, leaders may lose their employees’ trust. Leaders may allow 

toxicity to fester, making it harder to undo, and add to the toxic environment (Cotton, 

2016; Field, 2014; Fischbacher-Smith, 2015). To counter the toxic triangle and resultant 

toxic work environment, leaders should understand what constitutes a nontoxic 

leadership and how one can apply such leadership. This study assisted in this regard. 

While leaders were not solely responsible for workplace toxicity, and future researchers 

might wish to address toxicity regarding workers and the work environment, I provided at 

least some clarity and practical insights into ways in which leadership could mitigate 

workplace toxicity.  

Factors and Behaviors That Contribute to Workplace Toxicity 

Certain factors and behaviors can contribute to toxic workplaces. These include 

micro-aggressions, like bullying or discrimination and maladjusted personality types, 
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where leaders and/or employees have personality clashes or do not practice healthy 

problem-solving or anger management (Guenole, 2014; Mizzi, 2017). The corporate 

culture of a specific business can further contribute or mitigate to workplace toxicity 

(Guiso, Sapienza, & Zingales, 2015). For example, businesses with an underlying bro 

culture, which is where latent or overt beliefs and practices highlight the value of 

heterosexual men, while discriminating against women or those with other sexual 

orientations, may find it more likely that individual employees who do not fit into this 

culture experience bullying, ostracization, being passed over for promotion, or similar 

negative micro-aggressions (Basford et al., 2014; Burton, 2015; Nadal et al., 2014).  

Conversely, leaders of businesses with a culture of diversity, tolerance and 

healthy problem-solving who swiftly and meaningfully address behaviors counter to this 

bullying type of culture may report higher levels of general employee wellbeing and 

productivity (Belias & Koustelios, 2014; Guiso et al., 2015; Mizzi, 2017). Each of these 

factors, namely micro-aggressions, maladjusted personality types and corporate culture, 

are discussed in more detail in the following subsections.  

Microaggressions 

Researchers have defined microaggressions as any underlying, systemic, or overt 

nonphysical aggression toward individuals or groups (Dzurec & Albataineh, 2014; Mizzi, 

2017). Microaggression is often harder to identify and harder to mitigate compared to 

blatant and intentional discrimination (Holder & Nadal, 2016). This aspect is due to how 

microaggression often stems from beliefs and behaviors that have been cultivated over 

time in society itself (Mizzi, 2017). Examples of microaggressions include racial, age, or 



38 

 

gender discrimination, where negative beliefs, like women being inferior to men or older 

people having nothing to offer a modern world, are perpetuated (Appannah & Biggs, 

2015; Mizzi, 2017; Torres & Taknint, 2015). When people perpetuate micro-aggressions 

in the workplace, these become acceptable in organizational culture and are not dealt with 

appropriately. These micro-aggressions can lead to toxic work environments, especially 

for those against whom these micro-aggressions are practiced (Basford et al., 2014; Starr-

Glass, 2017).  

Toxic leaders are often at the forefront of micro-aggressions, where they use their 

power and standing within their departments or companies to abuse those workers who 

do not fit into their paradigm directly or more subtly (Burns, 2017). Dzurec and 

Albataineh (2014) found that toxic leaders and other workplace bullies often used subtle 

means of undermining their victim’s personhood through an aggressive yet seemingly 

innocent use of language, tone, or nonverbal cues. Basford et al. (2014) also highlighted 

how increased attention on discrimination and attempts at removing such people from the 

workplace had often led to perpetrators adopting less obvious but equally harmful 

methods for abusing their victims, like framing sexual harassment in the form of a joke. 

Such subversive practices provide victims with little recourse and can work to silence 

them, as they have no real evidence on which to base the claims of harassment, bullying, 

or discrimination (Dzurec & Albataineh, 2014).  

In the workplace, women often deal with issues of sexism, being passed over for 

promotion in favor of their male counterparts, and sexual harassment (Basford et al., 

2014; Woestman & Wasonga, 2015). In their study of perceptions around discrimination 
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in the workplace, Basford et al. (2014) found that female undergraduate students 

perceived greater degrees of discrimination in comparison to male participants. Holder et 

al. (2015) found that African American women suffered higher degrees of 

microaggression due to their race and gender. Similarly, Burton (2015) found an 

underrepresentation of women in certain fields and industries, such as sport, which 

perpetuated ideas of discrimination and resulted in those women working in such areas to 

be left with little to no recourse against microaggression.  

Women are not the sole victims of microaggression in the workplace. Individuals 

in the LGBTQ community have similarly reported instances of discrimination (Galupo & 

Resnick, 2016; Nadal et al., 2014). In their 2016 study, Galupo and Resnick found that 

approximately 42% of homosexual employees felt they had been discriminated against, 

while 90% of transgender employees experienced discrimination or harassment in the 

workplace. Nadal et al. (2014) had similar findings, with transgender employees 

experiencing increased levels of discrimination, which affected their emotional, cognitive 

and behavioral actions or ways of dealing with said microaggression. In addition, Jones 

and Williams (2013) found that members of the LGBTQ community faced increased 

instances of microaggression when working in fields such as policing. Here, 

microaggression would be practiced in approaches to training, how and where the 

discriminated against parties would be deployed, and their decreased chances of being 

promoted (Jones & Williams, 2013).  

Shenoy-Packer (2015) found that microaggressions were based on the victims’ 

ethnicities and nationalities. Holder and Nadal (2016) extended such microaggression to 
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include other identifying factors of the victims, including socio-economic status, religion, 

and so forth. Torres and Taknint (2015) noted how Latino employees had to deal with 

microaggression. Torres and Taknint noted how this particular group often dealt with 

increased levels of workplace discrimination and aggression, and they reported resultant 

higher levels of anxiety and work-related stress due to such experiences. Jones and 

Williams (2013) and Holder et al. (2015) had similar findings regarding ways in which 

African Americans, particularly African American women, were more likely to 

experience instances of microaggression relating to their employment, like fewer 

promotions and higher levels of sexual harassment, compared to their White counterparts.  

Researchers have found that, regardless of what type of microaggression was 

experienced, like gender-based and racially-targeted aggression, victims would often 

respond in similar ways (Basford et al., 2014; Hayes et al., 2015; Jha & Jha, 2015; Nadal 

et al., 2014). For example, Holder et al. (2015) found that African American women who 

experienced discrimination might need to defer to personal support structures or other 

outside-company aids, or they would opt for self-preservation techniques, such as 

armoring or shifting, to avoid microaggression or psychologically steel themselves 

against future occurrences. Those experiencing racial-based microaggression would self-

blame, rationalize and use self-protection strategies, such as creating alternative selves, 

(Shenoy-Packer, 2015). In a sense, victims of microaggression tended to employ similar 

coping strategies as those workers who experienced toxic leadership. These employees 

would also demonstrate a higher likelihood to leave their place of employment and 

withdraw from active participation (Hayes et al., 2015; Jha & Jha, 2015). These kinds of 
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coping mechanisms are not conducive to work wellbeing or organizational success, as 

workers who constantly have to gauge their actions, language, or selves to avoid 

discrimination or abuse cannot work effectively, be open or creative and will be unlikely 

to work at their best (Basford et al., 2014; Nadal et al., 2014).  

Microaggression can harm individuals’ emotional and psychological well-being 

(Holder & Nadal, 2016; Torres & Taknint, 2015). Prolonged exposure to microaggression 

can lead to not only a corporate culture condoning microaggression, but also cause a 

cycle of such toxic workplace behavior. Workers may begin to distrust their work 

environment and leaders, as well as feel they have little to no support or recourse for 

microaggression acts perpetrated against them (Brown et al., 2014; Holder & Nadal, 

2016; Laschinger et al., 2014). As with other factors related to the creation of a toxic 

work environment, the longer organization leaders take to deal with matters of 

microaggression and the fewer effective options workers have or perceive available to 

them for constructive recourse, the more likely micro-aggressions will cause toxicity in 

the workplace (Burns, 2017; Laschinger et al., 2014). Leaders may have to deal with 

consequent worker-related issues, such as depression and high employee turnover, which 

can negatively influence their competitiveness in their respective industries (Mizzi, 2017; 

Torres & Taknint, 2015). Leaders of organizations must know of micro-aggressions in 

the workplace to find proactive means of dealing with such before it negatively 

influences their workers’ wellbeing and overall company (Basford et al., 2014; Boddy, 

2015; Tsai et al., 2015). I provided insight into how leaders could successfully address 

such issues.  
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Maladjusted Personality Types 

Maladjusted personalities are individuals who present with personality traits that 

can be deemed anti-social (Spain, Harms, & LeBreton, 2014). Such personality types 

include narcissists, psychopaths and similar personality disorders (Guenole, 2014; Race, 

2017). Individuals with these types of personalities tend to have little self-awareness, care 

little for how their actions and behaviors affect others and are good at manipulating 

individuals and situations for their benefit (McKee et al., 2017; Race, 2017).  

Boddy (2014) found that corporate psychopaths were effective at bullying and 

manipulating their coworkers and subordinates, often thriving off conflict and negatively 

influencing employee wellbeing. These findings substantiated Hodson, Roscigno, and 

Lopez’s (2006) earlier findings that toxic or maladaptive leaders used chaos and abused 

their power to gain success in an organization. Guenole (2014) had similar assertions, 

highlighting how maladaptive leaders were often detached from their employees and 

wellbeing. The author highlighted that these individuals tended to exhibit high levels of 

negative emotionality, contention with others, disregard for social norms, repeated 

negative actions, or being overly demanding; and aggression (Guenole, 2014). In other 

words, maladaptive personalities will often behave erratically, aggressively, or even play 

the victim to either get their way or shift responsibility or blame to others (Boddy, 2014; 

Mathieu et al., 2014).  

Researchers have also found that toxic leadership often correlates or coincides 

with maladaptive or dark personality traits (Kaiser, LeBreton, & Hogan, 2015; Mathieu et 

al., 2014). In other words, when toxic leadership is experienced in the workplace, the 



43 

 

toxic leader may present with personality traits, such as psychopathy or narcissism 

(Kaiser et al., 2015). Schyns (2015) suggested that this correlation might be due to 

maladaptive personalities, such as psychopaths, often being more drawn to positions of 

power than those not found in leadership positions. Spain et al. (2014) noted that many 

studies remained necessary regarding how maladaptive personalities could affect normal 

personalities and work environments. The authors asserted that training and personality 

assessments should be included as part of the organizations’ employee selection, 

promotion, or hiring processes to minimize the likelihood of maladaptive personalities 

entering leadership positions (Spain et al., 2014). Cheang and Applebaum (2015) 

reiterated this sentiment, noting that identifying leaders and future leaders’ potential 

maladaptive personalities were key in reducing the number of toxic leaders in an 

organization.  

Such identification is important in light of maladaptive individuals often being 

highly capable of manipulating how others perceive them, presenting as highly likable 

and good workers with strong leadership qualities before and even upon entering 

positions of power (Grijalva & Harms, 2013). In addition, Sosik, Chun, and Zhu (2014) 

noted that, especially narcissists, tended to be charismatic, which often empowered their 

followers and gained them popularity. Should darker personality traits be moderate, 

rather than strong, in an individual, their positive attributes, such as charisma or work 

ethic, might provide workers and organizations with benefits, as opposed to toxicity 

(Sosik et al., 2014). This variance makes it even more important for organizations to 
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distinguish between constructive, destructive maladaptive personalities and potential 

leaders’ predisposition for abusive behaviors (Keller Hansborough & Jones, 2014).  

Organization leaders should consider the followers’ abilities to deal with 

maladaptive personalities; their potential for susceptibility to factors, such as 

manipulation; and their likelihood of promoting or even desiring to be led by dark leaders 

(McKee et al., 2017; Race, 2017). Maladaptive personalities seek out others (McKee et 

al., 2017), while followers who are willing to be led by maladaptive leaders may exhibit 

maladaptive personality traits (McKee et al., 2017). Toxicity breeds toxicity through 

leaders, followers, and the work environment interacting (Alvarado, 2016; Fraher, 2016). 

To mitigate the toxicity that accompanies maladaptive personalities, be they in leadership 

or followership positions, organization leaders need to understand what constitutes such 

personalities to find ways of highlighting their positive attributes, such as relation-

building, while providing a means for limiting their potential harm (Cheang & 

Applebaum, 2015; Grijalva & Harms, 2013; McKee et al., 2017).  

Corporate Culture 

Corporate culture relates to the overall identity, atmosphere and purpose of a 

company (Guiso et al., 2015). Work environments have aspects of this greater culture, as 

what occurs in the workplace is indicative of the overall culture of a company (Hogan & 

Coote, 2014). For example, corporation leaders can have a culture of diversity and 

innovation or authoritarianism and discrimination (Burton, 2015; Hunt et al., 2014). In 

the workplace, toxicity and prolonged toxicity stems from the greater corporate culture, 



45 

 

where toxic behavior is accepted and promoted, either overtly or covertly (Belias & 

Koustelios, 2014; Guiso et al., 2015; Jones & Williams, 2013).  

To mitigate issues of toxicity, organization leaders must ensure their corporate 

culture promotes positive aspects in leadership and employee well-being, while lowering 

potentially toxic elements (Burton, 2015; Hunt et al., 2014). Burton (2015) noted that a 

culture of men in sport existed, especially regarding sports leadership, where it was 

unusual for women to hold active and influential roles in the sporting community. This 

culture may lead to increased discrimination against women and stunting women’s career 

advancement as a way of keeping the sporting community culture men-only (Burton, 

2015). Conversely, when leaders in industries demonstrate a propensity toward ethical 

and trustworthy behavior, employees, regardless of their values and perceptions, are 

likely to buy into a culture of honesty (Guiso et al., 2015).  

Hogan and Coote (2014), and Appannah and Biggs (2015) established that 

corporate leaders could build a culture of innovation and diversity, which could benefit 

their companies. Hogan and Coote (2014) found that companies that relied on building 

strong relationships with employees promoted innovative behavior in employees by 

stimulating creativity and instilling values of innovation in employees. These companies 

were more likely to present as dynamic, competitive, and innovative.  

Appannah and Biggs (2015) found similar evidence regarding companies with an 

age-friendly culture. Leaders, who were welcoming of older workers and were geared to 

accommodating such employees, tended to reap benefits from these older employees 

knowledge, skills, and ability to train younger workers (Appannah & Biggs, 2015). This 
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training can lead to changes in the company to assist older employees. In other words, 

culture breeds culture (Belias & Koustelios, 2014). The more an organization’s culture 

stays positive, the more positive the company and workers become positive, while the 

more negative an organization’s culture, the more toxic the company and workers 

become (Campbell & Göritz, 2014).  

Nevertheless, Graham et al. (2017) found that while over 90% of executives who 

participated in their study considered corporate culture to be exceedingly important, a 

discrepancy remained between desired culture and company performance. In other words, 

organizational leaders seem to be still unaware of the factors that influence corporate 

culture, or how corporate culture influences factors such as worker wellbeing and 

productivity (Graham et al., 2017).  

Leaders seem to underplay their roles in establishing a given culture, especially 

regarding out of work activities that may influence their leadership (Davidson, Dey, & 

Smith, 2015). For example, Davidson et al. (2015) found that leaders, who stayed prudent 

with their own money, tended to exhibit similar prudence with company money. They 

also extended such watchfulness to their workers, thereby creating a culture of 

accountability around company finances (Davidson et al., 2015).  

Conversely, leaders who were less frugal with their own money exhibit corrupt 

tendencies, while leaders who had previous legal infractions were more likely to be less 

frugal with company money, more lackadaisical toward subordinates’ money handling, 

and more likely to commit fraud, thereby establishing a culture of increased financial risk 

(Campbell & Göritz, 2014; Davidson et al., 2015). In addition, leaders prone to 
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corruption tended to exhibit tendencies toward rationalizing corrupt activities, 

manipulating corporate cultures focused on building teamwork, and achieving goals to 

work in the culture to conduct corrupt practices (Campbell & Göritz, 2014). Even 

positive corporate cultures can lead to toxicity, if measures are not firmly in place to deal 

with subversive elements in the organization (Fischbacher-Smith, 2015).  

Leader and CEO turnover can influence and be influenced by corporate culture 

(Fiordelisi & Ricci, 2014). As with employee turnover, leaders of companies with a 

culture of control tend to report higher CEO turnover than companies with a culture of 

creativity (Fiordelisi & Ricci, 2014). Costanza, Blacksmith, Coats, Severt, and 

DeCostanza (2016) established that companies with an adaptive culture tended to fare 

better in the long term, partially due to the likelihood of stable leadership. In other words, 

controlling upper-management practices can lead to controlling manager-employee 

practices, which can lead to a controlling work environment and corporate culture, while 

the converse is also true (Fiordelisi & Ricci, 2014). To ensure better company 

performance, organization leaders should ensure both their upper leaders’ as well as their 

lower employees’ well-being by managing and maintaining their worker relations and 

human resources (Harrison & Bazzy, 2017).  

As with the toxic triangle, an interplay occurs between leaders, workers, and 

greater corporate culture in how effective or ineffective a company is at dealing with 

toxicity (Pradhan & Pradhan, 2015; Tse & Chiu, 2014). For example, if leaders perpetrate 

or allow the perpetration of microaggression in the workplace, they set a precedent for 

such behavior to continue and grow (Belias & Koustelios, 2014; Hunt et al., 2014; Jones 
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& Williams, 2013). Similarly, if organizational culture makes it possible for leaders with 

maladaptive personalities to enter and stay in leadership positions without providing 

employees with necessary recourse and countermeasures for dealing with such leaders, 

toxicity in the work environment will increase (Galupo & Resnick, 2016; Holder & 

Nadal, 2016; Laschinger et al., 2014).  

Followers who are susceptible to desire or experience maladaptive leadership also 

feed into a continuation of such toxicity (Baronce, 2015; McKee et al., 2017; Padilla et 

al., 2007). Organization leaders must actively work at designing a positive culture to 

mitigate corrupt, discriminatory, or other toxic behavior. I might, in part, highlight ways 

in which organization leaders could avoid toxic behaviors.  

Leadership Impact on Workplace Mitigating Toxicity 

Dul and Ceylan (2014) and Schilling and Schyns (2015) established that 

leadership could have either a positive or negative influence on worker well-being and 

workplace satisfaction. In the subsection above, Toxic Leaders, authors noted that 

leadership could play a direct role in how engaged, productive, and willing one was to 

remain at a company (Bell, 2017; Boddy, 2015). This section provides information from 

studies related to if and how positive leadership styles and behaviors might work to 

counter the toxic triangle and break the cycle of workplace toxicity (Pradhan & Pradhan, 

2015; Tse & Chiu, 2014).  

Much has already been said regarding at least one means of mitigating workplace 

toxicity, namely creating innovative, creative, and flexible work environments and 

overall corporate culture (Brown et al., 2014; Dul & Ceylan, 2014; Tse & Chiu, 2014; 
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Jain & Kaur, 2014). This approach allows workers to feel safe, heard, and become more 

innovative and company-loyal (Hayes et al., 2015; Harder et al., 2015; Hewlett, 2016; 

Jain & Kaur, 2014; Peng et al., 2014; Hewlett, 2016). Leaders play a valuable role in 

creating such environments, as their leadership style, personal values, and approaches to 

problem-solving influence their followers (Appannah & Biggs, 2015; Breevaart et al., 

2014; Guiso et al., 2015; Moore et al., 2015).  

Leadership style is important in establishing ways of mitigating workplace 

toxicity. Researchers have found that positive leadership styles, such as transformational 

and transactional leadership, tend to report lower levels of toxicity (Breevaart et al., 2014; 

Pradhan & Pradhan, 2015). Transactional leadership also tend to report higher levels of 

worker productivity and overall job satisfaction (Tse & Chiu, 2014). This finding can be 

attributed to this particular style’s active inclusion of employees into the decision-making 

aspects of the company, the active allowing for counter views to be heard, and issues to 

be raised (Breevaart et al., 2014). Such processes allow for greater transparency between 

leaders and workers, thereby establishing greater levels of trust and offering workers 

clear and consistent means for recourse if the toxic behavior occurs in leader-worker or 

worker-worker relations (Brown et al., 2014; Tse & Chiu, 2014).  

Leaders’ abilities to manage ever-diversifying workplaces plays a key role (Bond 

& Haynes, 2014). Leaders who adopt the greater corporate culture calling for the 

inclusion of diverse workers or who seek to change the discriminatory corporate culture 

from within, through the inclusion of marginalized group, are more likely to report 

improved worker wellbeing and consequent productivity (Belias & Koustelios, 2014; 
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Mizzi, 2017). Leaders who deal quickly and effectively with cases of discrimination or 

other toxic worker attitudes and behaviors or risk tend to report lower levels of toxicity in 

the workplace (Moore et al., 2015; Webster, Brough, & Daly, 2016; Zahra, 2015). The 

kinds of strategies that nontoxic leaders employ to gain such results were missing from 

the literature. While the literature indicated leadership could and did play a key role in 

mitigating workplace toxicity, more research remained needed into positive leadership 

styles and behaviors, as well as the choices and experiences that led to such positives. 

The current study may add to this particular gap in the literature.  

Avoiding Toxic Leadership and Promoting Nontoxic Leadership Behavior 

From the literature reviewed so far, it has become clear that toxic leadership leads 

to toxic workers, like negative, less productive, more anxious and depressed and 

generally more unhealthy workers, and toxic work environments (Baronce, 2015; Padilla 

et al., 2007; Torres & Taknint, 2015). Toxic work environments and corporate culture 

can also breed toxic leaders (Belias & Koustelios, 2014; Hayes et al., 2015; Park et al., 

2014). Researchers have found that workplace toxicity is bad for business (Campbell & 

Göritz, 2014; Eisenbeiß & Brodbeck, 2013).  

That is, toxic workplaces and leaders tend to report lower productivity, lower 

profits, and worse public reputations (Torres & Taknint, 2015; Zhang et al., 2014). Such 

‘lows’ can create a downward spiral, where toxicity, due to stress or other factors, can 

increase, causing further employer/employee negativity, lower productivity, and so forth 

(Brown et al., 2014; Cotton, 2016; Hadadian & Zarei, 2016). Conversely, nontoxic 

workplaces, often headed by nontoxic leaders tend to report higher productivity, lower 
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staff turnover, and generally more competitiveness in their industries (Belias & 

Koustelios, 2014; Bond & Haynes, 2014; Breevaart et al., 2014; Pradhan & Pradhan, 

2015). It is important for organizations to find ways of avoiding toxic leadership and, 

instead, promote nontoxic leadership behaviors and styles, as a means of countering these 

negative consequences and, thereby, improving worker well-being and general business 

(Erickson et al., 2017; Sun et al., 2016). 

To that end, leadership training and screening could assist (Collinson & Tourish, 

2015; Keller Hansborough & Jones, 2014). In Edwards, Schedlitzki, Ward, and Wood’s 

(2015) study, the authors concluded that using film analysis was an overall effective 

technique for teaching management students about good and bad leadership behaviors. 

The authors noted that providing film examples of good and bad leadership assisted 

students in better (a) identifying toxic versus nontoxic traits and (b) understanding why 

such behaviors could be considered good or bad (Edwards, Schedlitzki et al., 2015). This 

study provided one method to deal with organizations’ concerns relating to how to find or 

counteract maladaptive leaders (Keller Hansborough & Jones, 2014; Sosik et al., 2014).  

Collinson and Tourish (2015) found that addressing leadership issues by teaching 

positive practices and requiring potential future leaders to think critically about 

leadership strategies and the consequences at the student level could lead to greater leader 

success and lower workplace toxicity. These authors highlighted the need for education 

around current assumptions around the leadership power dynamic and the influence 

inherent understandings and perpetuations of hierarchies might affect workplace toxicity 

(Collinson & Tourish, 2015).  
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Researchers suggested another means to improve leadership education by having 

leadership programs employ creative teaching methods (Edwards, Elliott, Iszatt-White, & 

Schedlitzki, 2015). Leaders and future leaders tend to understand concepts around 

leadership better when such concepts are presented in new and interesting ways, such as 

through film analysis or watching a play (Edwards, Elliott et al., 2015; Edwards, 

Schedlitzki et al., 2015). In turn, leaders, having been trained in and exposed to creativity, 

may implement more creative and effective leadership styles (Edwards, Elliott et al., 

2015; Rego et al., 2014).  

Equally important, leaders must understand how and why toxic leadership occurs, 

and thereby be more vigilant for such factors or traits in themselves (Erickson et al., 

2017; Schilling & Schyns, 2015). This goal cannot solely be achieved through education, 

as it calls for increased leader self-awareness, which maladaptive personalities lack 

(Race, 2017; Schilling & Schyns, 2015). Having screening measures in place, in addition 

to leadership professional development training, may further assist organizations in 

limiting toxic leadership, thereby mitigating its effects of the work environment (Keller 

Hansborough & Jones, 2014; Sosik et al., 2014).  

As a further countermeasure to toxic work environments, leaders need to instill a 

sense of creativity and hope in their employees (Day et al., 2014). Such factors, along 

with trust, can also work to mitigate toxicity further left in the wake of prior toxic 

leadership, caused by toxic worker behavior, or found in the overall toxic work 

environment (Brown et al., 2014; Day et al., 2014). Leaders and future leaders need to be 

trained in how to most effectively instill such aspects, implement changes, and turn toxic 
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environments around (Aarons et al., 2015; Rego et al., 2014). While I did not focus 

specifically on leadership training, the findings and narratives presented indicated 

practical means for other leaders to employ. Leadership trainers might also apply the 

strategies and choices presented in this study to illustrate to leadership students what 

constitutes nontoxic leadership. I added to the literature concerning leadership from the 

leaders’ perspective, as well as present practical ways of mitigating workplace toxicity. 

Summary and Conclusions 

From this literature review, all three aspects of the toxic triangle not only 

perpetuate workplace toxicity, but these also need to be dealt with as both individual 

issues and about each other (Alvarado, 2016; Erickson et al., 2017; Fraher, 2016; Pradhan 

& Pradhan, 2015). The conceptual framework provided a means to show this toxic 

triangle (Alvarado, 2016). The literature review strengthened the ideas, laid out in the 

AWEST, by noting how toxic leadership, toxic followers, and toxic environments often 

correlated with factors, such as bullying and favoritism (Alvarado, 2016; Boddy, 2014; 

Mehta & Maheshwari, 2014).  

This literature review provided insights into factors that heightened the toxic 

triangle, such as maladaptive leaders and followers, microaggression, and overall 

corporate cultures where toxicity was allowed or encouraged (Campbell & Göritz, 2014; 

Guenole, 2014; McKee et al., 2017 ). Also noted was the toxic effect that leadership, 

toxic worker relations, and factors like discrimination had on workers (Basford et al., 

2014; Jones & Williams, 2013; Laschinger et al., 2014; Mathieu et al., 2014). 

Researchers have confirmed that workers subjected to toxic work environments reported 
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higher levels of stress, anxiety, depression, family conflict, and low productivity (Boddy, 

2014; Cotton, 2016; Fiordelisi & Ricci, 2014; Linton et al., 2015; Torres & Taknint, 

2015). If workers felt victimized and/or were not given organizational support or the 

opportunity to speak out, they faced further toxicity, higher staff turnover, and distrust 

(Burns, 2017; Laschinger et al., 2014; Nadal et al., 2014). Continued subjection to 

toxicity could lead to a deterioration in workers’ overall health and wellbeing (Baronce, 

2015; Linton et al., 2015; Mathieu et al., 2014; Padilla et al., 2007).  

Researchers have suggested the need to counter toxicity in the workplace; they 

have suggested screening leaders, training leaders in positive leadership styles, and 

promoting positive problem-solving and relationship building were suggested (Aarons et 

al., 2015; Keller Hansborough & Jones, 2014; Leonard, 2014; Schmidt, 2014; Sosik et 

al., 2014; Zhang et al., 2014). Researchers noted providing workers with a platform to 

voice their concerns and addressing negative issues with hierarchy (Collinson & Tourish, 

2015; Hewlett, 2016; Woestman & Wasonga, 2015). The literature review also indicated 

a gap related to how positive leaders implemented and came to the styles and behaviors 

they chose. Instead, most researchers have noted that positive leadership styles existed 

and worked to mitigate workplace toxicity (Breevaart et al., 2014; Pradhan & Pradhan, 

2015; Rego et al., 2014; Tse & Chiu, 2014). I provided valuable information regarding 

positive leader choices and the practical applications of such leadership.  

The next chapter contains the methodological aspects of this study. Chapter 4 

shows the actual findings. Chapter 5 includes conclusions and recommendations for 

future research based on the results of this study. 
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