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Abstract 

Negative behaviour by leaders’ costs organizations around the globe billions of dollars a year in 

turnover and lost productivity, despite workplace conduct policies and government legislation. 

This study explored how negative leader behaviour, or dark leadership (DL), is characterized in 

the organizational setting. The term Workplace Bullying is well known; however Psychological 

Harassment is overlooked, and Office Politics is often used to justify negative behaviour. In a 

qualitative design, semi-structured interviews were conducted to explore three perspectives on 

the issue, those of leaders, human resources practitioners and employees. Thematic Analysis 

identified similarities and differences between groups in how the terms Workplace Bullying, 

Psychological Harassment and Office Politics were characterized, the challenges in dealing with 

DL and where improvements can be made in managing and reducing the behaviour. DL is about 

power, maintaining or gaining it through self-serving game-playing and managing up, using 

power over others to intimidate and manipulate. It thrives in environments where negative 

behaviour is normalized through a focus on bottom line results and a lack of accountability for 

leader behaviour. The systemic nature of this damaging behaviour results in both human 

resources practitioners and employees facing the paradoxical challenge of an issue caused by 

leaders yet requiring leadership to address. 

 

Keywords: dark leadership, workplace bullying, psychological harassment, office 

politics, power, organizational culture, leader assessment, leader development.
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Chapter 1: Introduction 

“The Queen had only one way of settling all difficulties, great or small. ‘Off with his 

head!’ she said without even looking around” (Carroll, 1865, p. 68). 

This quote from Alice in Wonderland seems outlandish, even outrageous, that someone 

with power would behave in such a way to others. Unfortunately, the richly imagined fantasy 

world created by Lewis Carroll in 1865 is not entirely without an element of truth today. Leaders 

sometimes do behave badly toward others in what has become a significant leadership problem 

costing organizations across the globe billions in lost productivity and turnover. Yet, it is a 

problem that goes relatively unchecked and unacknowledged. During two decades of working in 

financial services, much of the time at a senior leader level, I experienced self-serving, 

manipulative behaviour from many leaders. I was lied to, screamed at, belittled. In one incident 

that echoes the opening quote, a senior executive demanded that my manager fire me for no 

other reason than her own embarrassment. Despite all these events, there was one consistent 

element across every incident; there were no consequences for the leaders involved. My 

experience was not unique, yet any discussion with others who had been on the receiving end of 

such behaviours took place behind closed doors with the unspoken understanding that it was the 

only support any of us could hope for. As a leadership scholar and holding a senior leadership 

position myself, I wanted to understand why. Had we all fallen down the rabbit hole? 

Background and Context 

Workplace bullying and harassment is a serious issue for organizations around the globe 

today. Studies estimate the costs associated with this damaging issue in the United States (U. S.) 

at anywhere from $23.8 billion annually (Tepper et al., 2006) to $64 billion (Namie & Namie, 

2009). Elsewhere, Einarsen et al. (2020) cited research estimating annual costs of £2.281 billion 
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in Great Britain and in Australia between AUS $6 and $13 billion. A recent study in Ireland 

(Cullinan et al., 2020) estimated the combined cost in the public and private sector at €239.3 

million. 

Despite these staggering costs, reports of bullying and harassment in the workplace 

continue to occur at alarming rates. A Canadian study from 2018 reported as many as one in two 

Canadians had some type of experience with workplace bullying (Forum Research, 2018). 

Studies conducted in other countries show similar findings. In New Zealand, 37% of surveyed 

organizations in 2020 reported instances of bullying and harassment, up from 27% in the same 

study in 2018 (New Zealand Workplace Diversity Survey, 2018, 2020). The Workplace Bullying 

Institute (WBI) in the United States has conducted five extensive studies of workplace bullying, 

with the latest, in 2021, revealing 30% of workers had been bullied, compared to 19% in 2017 

(WBI, 2017, 2021). 

Workplace bullying and harassment behaviour can have many sources (Blackwood & 

Jenkins, 2021), but of particular concern are the findings of the 2021 WBI study showing 65% of 

bullying is top-down, a rise of 4% since their 2017 survey and 11% since their 2014 study (WBI, 

2014, 2017, 2021). In their 2007 study of destructive leadership behaviour, Einarsen et al. 

reported “as much as 80% of the cases involve a superior in the role as the alleged bully” (p. 

207). In fact, those with positional power found in the typical hierarchical organization structure 

(Cole & Bruch, 2006), such as managers or supervisors, referred to in my study as leaders, are 

consistently reported as the most prevalent perpetrators of workplace bullying and other types of 

negative behaviour towards employees (Cortina et al., 2001; D’Cruz & Noronha, 2021; Pearson 

& Porath, 2009).  

The impacts to those experiencing this type of behaviour, often an employee or someone 
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lower in the organizational hierarchy, are damaging to both the individual and the organization. 

There is much agreement across the literature on the detrimental effects on the health of 

employees. Namie (2007) outlined: 

unremitting exposure to stress from a toxic workplace can harm an individual’s 

psychological well-being. Problems include inordinate anxiety, clinical depression (in 39 

percent of targets) and post-traumatic stress disorder, or PTSD (in 30 percent of women 

targets, 21 percent of men targets). (p. 46) 

Similar findings are reported by Oyewunmi et al. (2018), who identified “emotional exhaustion” 

(p. 154), and Fox and Cowan (2015) also listed “identity crisis; emotional damage, such as 

humiliation, doubt and stress” (p. 116). The Ministry of Business Innovation and Employment 

(MBIE) in New Zealand summed up the effects as “severe social, psychological and 

psychosomatic problems in the target” (MBIE, 2020, p. 19). 

Organizational consequences result from low morale, a hostile work setting, decreases in 

productivity, and increases in counterproductive job behaviour (Burke, 2017; Kusy & Holloway, 

2009; Oyewunmi et al., 2018). Not surprisingly, those experiencing negative leader behaviour 

have increased intentions to leave their job (Burke, 2017). In fact, studies consistently show the 

most common outcome for the targets of workplace bullying is the loss of their job, with rates as 

high as almost 70% (Scott, 2019; WBI, 2017, 2021). 

The behaviour is not unique to one type of organization, and it has been widely studied in 

education (Blase & Blase, 2002; Hollis, 2017; Klaus & Steele, 2020), the military (Dagless, 

2018; Reed, 2004), healthcare (Nigro, 2018; Trépanier et al., 2012) and across organizations 

more broadly (Baron & Neuman, 1996; Boddy & Taplin, 2017; Einarsen et al., 2007; Yavaş, 

2016). Not surprisingly, Cooper (2018) reported “60-75% of employees across a wide spectrum 
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of occupations report the worst aspect of their job is their immediate supervisor” (p. 6). 

Negative leader behaviour is also seen in studies across the globe. Salin et al. (2020), 

conducted a global study of workplace bullying and the preferred actions of human resources. 

Hoffman and Sergio (2020) studied the effects of negative leadership on ex-pat innovation in 

Uzbekistan, and Paltu and Brouwers (2020) examined the impact of toxic leadership on job 

satisfaction in South African manufacturing. Thus, a picture emerges of negative leader 

behaviour as a significant, global issue across organizations today, and the question of what 

constitutes this type of behaviour looms large. 

Terminology 

The term workplace bullying (WB) has become a well-known term for negative 

behaviour in the workplace. A simple search for the term entered in the Google search engine 

returns well over six million results. According to the Merriam-Webster dictionary, the definition 

of bullying is “abuse and mistreatment of someone vulnerable by someone stronger, more 

powerful, etc.” (https://www.merriam-webster.com). Psychological harassment (PH) is a term 

that has gained increasing attention related to the treatment of workers (Poilpot-Rocaboy, 2006). 

The term harass is defined, by Merriam-Webster, as “to create an unpleasant or hostile situation 

for especially by uninvited and unwelcome verbal or physical conduct.” PH is not a term listed in 

the Merriam-Webster dictionary, but psychological warfare is defined as “things that are done to 

make someone (such as an enemy or opponent) become less confident or to feel hopeless, afraid, 

etc.” These definitions portray deliberate behaviour that causes harm or distress to another, and it 

is clear why they would be considered unacceptable workplace behaviours. Another common 

descriptor of behaviour within the organizational setting is office politics (OP). While the term 

may apply to anyone within an organization, it is commonly associated with the behaviour of 



 
THE CHARACTERIZATION OF DARK LEADERSHIP  
 

 

20 

those in leadership positions or striving to further their career (Ferris et al., 2007). For the 

purposes of this study, the OP of leaders is the focus. A simple Google search for OP returns 1.1 

billion results. The first page of results includes books and other resources on how to ‘win’ at 

OP, implying it is a game with winners and losers, evidenced by the many links to content aimed 

at navigating or surviving politics in the workplace. The Merriam-Webster dictionary 

(https://www.merriam-webster.com) defines OP as “the activities, attitudes, or behaviors that are 

used to get or keep power or an advantage within a business or company” with no mention of the 

effect the behaviour has on others. Here we begin to see an emerging question whereby if 

bullying involves behaviour by a person with more power, and office politics is behaviour used 

to keep power, then perhaps there is much we need to understand about these types of actions 

and their impacts.  

In attempting to understand the actions of leaders that have negative consequences for 

those who work for them, many studies have been conducted, and an array of constructs and 

definitions have been put forth, making the behaviour somewhat more difficult to refer to. I use 

the umbrella term DL (Furtner et al., 2017; Milosevic et al., 2020; Otto et al., 2018) throughout 

my dissertation to refer to the breadth of those definitions and behaviours. After conducting an 

extensive review of the academic literature concerning negative leader behaviour, I chose to 

narrow my study to the three terms most commonly used within the workplace setting to explore 

how the behaviour was experienced by those involved. To provide background, in Chapter 2 I 

discuss the three terms WB, PH, and OP and situate these terms among the many other 

constructs associated with DL such as the Dark Triad and Dark Tetrad, toxic and destructive 

leadership and workplace incivility. As this brief summary shows, the terminology used to 

describe negative behaviour in workplaces ranges from somewhat sinister sounding terms such 
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as the Dark Triad to relatively benign sounding terms such as OP. 

Also of note regarding terminology is the way I have chosen to refer to those who have 

experienced this type of workplace behaviour. I use the term “employees” (to distinguish them 

from leaders) and “targets” rather than the often-used term “victims.” Fahie and McGillicuddy 

(2021) encouraged any qualitative researcher to make explicit their choice of term in this regard 

“to ensure clarity and promote common understanding” (p. 558). My decision to refer to the 

targets of DL reflects my intention to portray these individuals as those on the receiving end of 

this type of behaviour from their leader and to minimize any judgement of how they may feel or 

be perceived by others in the interaction. 

The review of the academic literature provided a view that showed the breadth of the 

constructs and definitions related to DL as well as insight into terminology commonly used 

within workplaces. However, a closer look at studies within the workplace setting revealed some 

of the challenges faced in dealing with DL behaviour as well as the organizational systems at 

play. 

Framing of the Research 

Responses to the issue of DL in workplaces are often less than ideal or lacking altogether. 

The Canadian Forum study (2018) revealed that despite 52% of those who had experienced 

bullying in the workplace reporting it to management, only “about a third of employers (35%) 

took action” and “75% stated that the person bullying them did not face any consequences after it 

was reported” (Forum Research, 2018, landing page). This inaction is referenced by D’Cruz and 

Noronha (2010), where the typical outcome for a victim seeking redress is “nothing” (p. 103). 

Ferris (2004) described three organizational responses to escalated issues of bullying as “see no 

evil” (p. 391) where the behaviour was deemed acceptable, “hear no evil” (p. 391) where the 
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behaviour was characterized as a personality conflict or dismissed as it did not fall under specific 

legislation, and “speak no evil” (p. 392) where the behaviour was acknowledged as 

inappropriate. This portrays a bleak picture of what supports targets of DL may expect. 

Within organizations, the function of human resources (HR) is most often relied upon to 

facilitate a resolution to incidents of negative leader behaviour (Cowan, 2011), but research has 

shown HR is often seen as not supportive to those targeted by such conduct or effective in their 

efforts to find a resolution (Ferris, 2004; Mokgolo & Barnard, 2019). Harrington et al. (2012) 

reported on incidents of negative leader behaviour and found “HR practitioners rarely judge 

situations as bullying where a manager is accused” (p. 392). Complicating this view of the role 

of HR is the issue reported by Cowan (2011) where “HR departments were reportedly sending 

the target back to managers to deal with the bullying, which was viewed as counterproductive as 

the managers were frequently the perpetrators of bullying activities” (p. 309). However, there is 

also evidence that HR practitioners (HRPs) themselves struggle in dealing with the issue. Among 

the challenges Mokgolo and Barnard (2019) found "paradoxical role demands, lack of decision-

making power and their perceived lack of support from policy and management disable the 

human resource practitioners’ functionality in addressing workplace bullying" (p. 1).  

Another challenge faced by HRPs has been a lack of legislation. In her study in the U.S., 

Cowan (2011) noted, “at this point, bullying is not a form of harassment that is explicitly 

included in the law” (p. 321), and the WBI has worked since 2002 on their “national grassroots 

legislative movement to enact the anti-bullying Healthy Workplace Bill” (WBI, 2020). A lack of 

legislation is also evident across the majority of Canada, where only three provinces, Quebec, 

Saskatchewan, and Manitoba (Carr, 2014), have evolved their anti-harassment legislation to 

include the term PH. Therefore, organizational policies related to negative leader behaviour may 



 
THE CHARACTERIZATION OF DARK LEADERSHIP  
 

 

23 

cover only legislated anti-harassment issues, based on factors such as gender or race, and fail to 

identify bullying or psychological harassment as specific behaviours. Even where workplace 

policies do attempt to address bullying, they are often ineffective (Cowan, 2011; Mokgolo & 

Barnard, 2019).  

Adding to the complexity in naming behaviours is the polarity often seen with OP, where 

despite the academic literature revealing the negative consequences of OP to be as severe as with 

other DL behaviours (Dhar, 2009; Hochwarter et al., 2020), it is often characterized as a positive 

skill to master. Ferris et al. (2005) stated those who found the political environment at work 

threatening were unskilled and suggested becoming skilled was an antidote to workplace stress 

as “political skill both enhances the results you’re accountable for and makes it easier to recover 

from shortfalls or divert the consequences to another target” (p. 126). Here the authors seem to 

suggest that playing OP effectively involves your ability to have others take the fall for your own 

mistakes. Pfeffer (2010) in his exploration of power, situated political skill as an inescapable 

reality of the working world that is “not necessarily the world we want, but the world that exists” 

(p. 5, emphasis in original). In considering OP as a reality of business, where behaviour such as 

mistreatment, abuse, or harassment is identified as inappropriate in organizational policies or 

codes of conduct, it seems difficult to imagine that a workplace would include OP or political 

skill in such a policy. 

Despite the wealth of research to date, there has been little progress, if any, in finding 

ways to address this leadership problem, as evidenced by the rising rates of WB and harassment 

noted earlier. Where leadership is concerned, Schyns et al. (2019) pointed to a prevalent focus on 

the more positive leadership aspects and claimed, “the one-sided attention to the positive side of 

leadership…seems to have had costs: The destructive leader has been forgotten” (p. 190). 



 
THE CHARACTERIZATION OF DARK LEADERSHIP  
 

 

24 

Among the consequences outlined by the authors are a poor understanding of this aspect of 

leadership and a lack of attention to ways of decreasing negative leader behaviour. This view is 

supported by Harms et al. (2011), who confirmed that organizations typically focus on positive 

leadership competencies in their curriculum for leader development. The point is further 

illustrated by Kellerman (2004a) who, in examining our fascination with the concept of 

leadership, asked, “isn’t there a widely held view, at least in the United States, that it is good to 

be a leader because to be a leader is, ipso facto, to be good?” (p. xv) and posed “we promote 

good leadership not by ignoring bad leadership, not by presuming that it is immutable, but rather 

by attacking it as we would a disease that is always pernicious and sometimes deadly” (p. xvi).  

The apparent lack of attention to DL despite the wealth of evidence of its existence is 

somewhat confounding and will be explored further in this dissertation. However, it may be due 

to what Argyris (2010) referred to as an organizational trap. He explained that “although we say 

we value openness, honesty, integrity, respect, and caring, we act in ways that undercut these 

values” (p. 2). We do this when “rather than being open and honest, we say one thing in public 

and another in private – and pretend that this is the rational thing to do. We then deny that we are 

doing this and cover up our denial” (p. 2). The author goes on to describe how commonplace this 

behaviour is in society broadly and in our organizations at all levels, fostering the conditions by 

which traps are created when we face situations that may be difficult or threatening. We do not 

own up to our own behaviour or our role in creating such difficulties in what Argyris terms a 

“defensive reasoning mind-set” (p. 16). Instead, we place blame elsewhere and shut down the 

possibility of personal accountability through denial and making the subject undiscussable. A 

possible illustration of this could be the issue of DL.  

Given the prevalence of DL behaviour outlined by many studies, it seems reasonable that 
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such behaviour occurs, in some form, in most workplaces. Suppose we use the example of a 

publicly traded company, where shareholder value is a significant driver of organizational 

performance. In that case, there is a need to demonstrate that the leadership at the helm has a 

firm hand, is taking the company in the right direction, and with the assumption it does so by 

having happy and productive employees who care about their customers. One way to highlight 

this is to raise the company's profile by being rated as a top employer in rankings such as 

Canada’s Top 100 Employers (www.canadastop100.com) or the Forbes World’s Best Employers 

(Forbes, 2021). I know of two companies who appeared on such lists in recent years yet had 

serious cases of DL behaviour going on at the time they were listed.  

In the face of this type of public persona, how can a company deal with incidents of DL? 

Based on the situations I am aware of one approach is to make sure they stay hidden and make 

such behaviour undiscussable. An experience I had while framing my research approach 

reinforces this point. I was introduced to a leadership networking organization in Canada and 

met with the CEO to discuss the possibility of inviting network members to participate in my 

research. After explaining the nature of my study, I was told that the networking organization 

could not be of any help to me as none of the member companies would have such a problem. 

Based on the 2018 study by Forum (2018), where almost 50% of survey respondents indicated 

they had experienced workplace bullying, this response seems highly unlikely. Perhaps the 

subject of negative behaviour by leaders raises too many questions about culture and 

accountability, encouraging denial and thus making the topic undiscussable. 

After examining the literature on DL, the question I was left with was how to find a way 

to better understand DL such that it could be identified and described in ways that allow for 

discussion. I saw the need to further understand how the characterization of acceptable 
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behaviours may influence DL. For example, is behaviour characterized as WB or PH viewed 

differently than OP, and how might it be different? Thus, my research explored these three terms 

used to describe the behaviour of leaders that can have a negative impact on employees. Also, as 

outlined so far, there are multiple perspectives from those involved, namely leaders, employees 

(or targets), and HRPs. My study examined how leaders may characterize these behaviours 

differently to employees or the HRPs who are navigating the resolution of incidents between 

leaders and employees. Further, I wanted to understand how DL behaviour is characterized 

within the organizational setting such that it seemingly carries on relatively unchecked. What 

challenges exist within workplaces where this type of behaviour is concerned? What role does 

policy play? How is effective leadership developed or measured? Also, while exploring firsthand 

experiences of DL, I thought it essential to document thoughts and opinions related to potential 

improvements in how it can be managed within workplaces. With this scope in mind, I crafted 

specific research objectives (RO) and research questions (RQ) to guide my study. 

Research Questions 

My study was exploratory in nature in investigating how organizations can more 

effectively identify, manage, and reduce negative leader behaviour by better understanding how 

differences in the perception of certain behaviours shape the problem. Framed by the overall aim 

of examining how the characterizations of WB, PH and OP impact and influence behaviour and 

perceptions, I crafted three ROs: 

RO#1: To understand the definitions of DL behaviour from the perspectives of leaders, 

HRPs and employees. 

RO#2: To understand how the issue of DL is characterized and what challenges exist 

within the organizational setting from the perspectives of leaders, HRPs and employees. 
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RO#3: To explore, with leaders, HRPs and employees, where and how improvements can 

be made to managing and reducing DL. 

To achieve these objectives, my corresponding RQs are: 

RQ#1: How do leaders, HRPs, and employees characterize WB, PH, and OP? 

RQ#2: How do leaders, HRPs, and employees characterize DL within their organization 

and what do they see are the main challenges in dealing with it? 

RQ#3: What recommendations do leaders, HRPs, and employees have for better 

managing and reducing DL in organizations? 

Relevance and Scope of the Research 

In January 2021, the Canadian government introduced Bill C-65, “the federal anti-

harassment and violence legislation, to help keep Canadian workers in federally regulated 

workplaces, including the most vulnerable, safe” (Employment and Social Development Canada, 

2020, para. 1). Included in Bill C-65 is the definition of workplace harassment and violence as 

“any action conduct or comment, including of a sexual nature, that can reasonably be expected to 

cause offence, humiliation or other physical or psychological injury or illness to an employee, 

including any prescribed action, conduct or comment” (Employment and Social Development 

Canada, 2020, para. 7). The concept of psychological injury or illness is thus introduced to what 

constitutes harassment, fundamentally changing how it has previously been characterized. In the 

online consultation process for the proposed regulation, the government stipulated the 

regulations would be based on a set of principles that included emphasis on the importance of 

prevention and an acknowledgement of the “continuum of behaviours that qualify as harassment 

and violence” (Employment and Social Development Canada, 2019, para. 4). The notion of a 

range of behaviours makes it imperative for workplaces to ensure their employees understand 
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these new terms and recognize what behaviours now constitute harassment. The challenge in 

defining behaviour is illustrated by Hochwarter et al. (2020) when they referred to defining 

objective measures to study OP as “inherently unverifiable” (p. 880). Perhaps, capturing the 

different perspectives of those working in organizations and looking at the language they use to 

describe DL type behaviour can provide a new lens to help illustrate acceptable behaviour. 

Another element to defining acceptable behaviour is how organizations frame the 

performance expectations of their leaders. Looking at how leaders are selected for their positions 

and how their ongoing performance is assessed can provide insights into such expectations. Are 

leaders measured only on the achievement of goals, or is there also an accompanying criterion 

for how the goals were achieved and who provides the input to such assessments? Also, what 

tools and methods are used to develop leadership capability? These important facets of leader 

performance and behaviour were also explored within the parameters of this study to provide a 

landscape against which to look at the organizational context in which DL behaviour takes place. 

This research took place during the COVID-19 pandemic in 2021, which saw new and 

ongoing challenges for organizations that were forced to ask their workforce to work from home. 

During this time, leaders and employees were interacting primarily online, and face-to-face 

discussions took place via video conference meetings, where possible. Thus, I took the 

opportunity to ask my research participants, where appropriate to their situation, about the effects 

this may be having related to DL behaviour.  

As the parameters of my study were defined and refined, the central role of the three 

participant groups became ever more critical. To achieve my research objectives and answer my 

research questions, I saw the need to capture the experiences of those most closely involved with 

DL and the language they used to describe those behaviours. Therefore, my study is qualitative 
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in nature to allow for the participants to provide the rich data being sought. It is exploratory and, 

as such, no a priori theory formed the basis for the study design. Hence, with the focus very 

much on my participants and their perspectives, a guiding framework that allowed for this while 

providing structure was imperative. 

Theoretical Framework and Positionality 

Cohen et al. (2018) stress the need for a theoretical framework for any research project as 

it “clarifies which facts and evidence will and will not be relevant and important in the research 

and what are the important research questions that need to be posed to understand and explain an 

issue” (p. 71). As I specifically sought to understand the issue of DL from three distinct 

perspectives, the participants are the central focus for the study's design. Thus, the choice of 

framework had to support my aim to understand, from the individual study participants, 

interpretations of DL behaviour at the micro-level and allow for more macro perspectives of the 

phenomenon in the organizational setting. Symbolic Interactionism (SI) is a theoretical 

framework that can allow for both a detailed micro view as well as a broader, more macro view. 

Support for this is seen in Charmaz et al. (2019), who presented SI as a “theoretical perspective 

that assumes that people construct selves, social worlds, and societies through interaction. As a 

perspective, it offers a lens for looking at ourselves, everyday life, and the world” (p. 19). 

Additionally, SI is suited to the purpose of the study as "interactionists do not like theories that 

objectify and quantify human experience. They prefer to write texts that remain close to the 

actual experiences of the people they are writing about" (Flick et al., 2004, p. 83).  

Originating with Mead’s (1962) work that defined our self-image and self-awareness as 

being developed through interactions with others and thereby a product of social experience, 

Blumer (1969) evolved the concepts to coin the term SI. He laid out three premises on which SI 
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rests, the first of which concerns the way we, as human beings act toward things, is based on the 

meaning those things have for us. He elaborated to illustrate that things can be anything we 

encounter such as physical objects, other human beings like a sibling or police officer, categories 

of human beings such as colleagues or friends, institutions like a hospital, ideals like integrity or 

compassion, the activities of others such as invitations or any situation we may encounter in our 

daily lives (p. 2). The second premise is that we construe meanings through our social 

interactions. The third is that we maintain or modify those meanings through an interpretive 

process. 

The specific consideration of meaning is central to Blumer’s (1969) SI. He contrasted the 

typical approach seen in social sciences and psychology where meaning is “taken for granted” 

(p. 2) with the position in SI where “the meanings that things have for human beings are central 

in their own right” (p. 3) based on the source of meaning. Specifically, Blumer stated SI “sees 

meanings as social products, as creations that are formed in and through the defining activities of 

people as they interact” (p. 5). Charmaz et al. (2019) described that for Blumer meanings are 

social, have consequences and “meanings influence how people define each other and the 

decisions they make as a result” (p. 25). In seeking to understand how DL is characterized, the 

meaning of terms used to describe such behaviour becomes imperative and the framework of SI 

provides the structure within which to do this. I include this brief introduction of SI here to give 

context on my thinking about the overall design of my study, and I explore more about SI in 

Chapter 3.  

One final note on my choice of framework is the situation of SI within the social 

sciences. Williams (2008) stated that “most interactionists do not believe that conventional 

scientific methods such as large-scale surveys or experimental designs yield sufficient insight 
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into the intersubjective construction of reality, the self, or society” (p. 851). This statement 

reflects my own thinking. At one end of the paradigmatic spectrum, the positivist approach lacks 

a real-world connection to its research subjects, offering statistically proven commentary on 

humans rather than with humans. While one could argue that it is done by humans, the reliance 

on rigorous quantitative data analysis through which hypotheses can be tested leaves the 

“experience” part of our human interactions out of the realm of this type of social inquiry. That is 

not to say that the use of assessment instruments, such as psychometric tests, do not have a place 

in understanding our world and our behaviours. Certainly, such instruments are integral to the 

positivist discipline of psychology and have been hugely valuable for helping to shape our 

understanding of personality. I explore some of these significant contributions to our 

understanding of DL, such as the Dark Triad and Dark Tetrad, in the Literature Review in the 

following chapter. 

However, I agree with the view put forth by Morgan (2014) that “refocusing on inquiry 

as a central form of human experience requires reconsidering the philosophy of knowledge by 

replacing the older emphasis on ontology and epistemology with a concentration on inquiries 

about the nature of human experience” (p. 1048). For me, the human experience must be 

understood by deliberately seeking out how that experience is shaped, positioned, and explained 

directly with those who have had the experiences, thus aligning me more with the post-modern 

realm. A key consideration for me relates to the knowledge produced through social inquiry. 

Rather than just the creation of purely academic findings and conclusions that confirm 

hypotheses or support previous theories, research in the social sciences should strive to produce 

something usable. It should be something the research subjects themselves can see as helping to 

address the issue under investigation and have a real-world application; it should have a socially 
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useful purpose. My own experiences with DL sparked my need to understand more about this 

destructive behaviour and contribute to alleviating it. This situates me at the social 

constructionist and pragmatic end of the paradigmatic spectrum. I explore pragmatism in Chapter 

3, as I further delineate the beliefs that shape my thinking and approach to this study.  

As outlined so far, the problem of DL is widespread and difficult to address. Human 

behaviour is the subject of much study across many disciplines such as psychology, looking at 

individuals and their personalities and motivations, and Sociology that looks at our social selves 

and our societies, as well as our organizations and cultures. The following interdisciplinary 

review of literature, in Chapter 2, explores the background to my study using literature from such 

disciplines. 

Chapter Summary and Dissertation Structure 

In this opening chapter I have framed the need for further research related to DL, 

specifically how an improved understanding of negative behaviours may be achieved by 

exploring the characterization of WB, PH, and OP. I described the background and context 

regarding DL that led to my seeking the critical perspectives of leaders, HRPs, and employees. I 

have outlined the framing, research objectives and questions that underpinned the data gathering. 

I also provided my positionality as a researcher in describing the theoretical framework I used to 

guide the study. 

In Chapter 2 I review the academic literature informing this study by examining WB, PH, 

and OP along with the breadth of terms used to describe DL. In addition, I raise the focus from 

behaviours to the organizational context within which DL occurs, providing needed context for 

areas I chose to explore. With that foundation set, I then describe the study methodology in 

Chapter 3, outlining the pragmatic research approach and reinforcing my own positionality as the 
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researcher. In this chapter I also detail the research participants and methods I used along with 

descriptions of instrumentation and data gathering and analysis techniques. I then describe, in 

Chapter 4, the detailed findings, structured according to the thematic analysis performed. In 

Chapter 5, I explore the findings in relation to the existing literature and add depth to this 

exploration of DL before ending with Chapter 6 and my final conclusions. 
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Chapter 2: Literature Review 

Introduction 

In this chapter I provide an overview of the academic literature relevant to my study to 

create a framework for understanding the concept of DL in organizations. As outlined in Chapter 

1, DL is used as an umbrella term capturing the many ways negative leader behaviour is 

described. I cover three main topic areas central to my research questions in this review: DL 

behaviours, organizational context, and leader competence. I begin with examining WB, PH, and 

OP, then expand the discussion to include other DL constructs in the literature focused on leader 

behaviour that causes harm to individuals and workplaces. I follow with a discussion of 

organizational factors such as the role of power and power imbalance, workplace culture and a 

leadership paradox within that context. I conclude with a brief overview of considerations related 

to leader competence (see Figure 1). 

Figure 1 Scope of Literature Review 

Scope of the literature review 

 
 
Dark Leadership Behaviours 

The interdisciplinary review of the academic literature that follows covers a wide range 

of constructs. At one end of the spectrum there are behaviours stemming from dark side 
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personality traits intended to harm others, such as the Dark Triad and at the other end behaviour 

that could be seen as simple rudeness, such as workplace incivility. The terms I chose to focus on 

for my study are those used within the context of organizational behaviour such as WB and OP 

and within legislation governing workplace conduct such as PH. These are addressed first with 

the broader examination of constructs next to provide background and context for the 

understanding of DL behaviour. 

Workplace Bullying (WB) 

The definitions and descriptions of negative leader behaviour in the literature are many 

and varied however, they are seldom seen within the organizational lexicon of negative leader 

behaviour, where the most common term used is WB (Carbo & Hughes, 2010; Ferris, 2004; 

Hollis, 2017; Namie, 2003). In one definition, Einarsen et al. (2003) described “‘workplace 

bullying’, an accepted term in the UK…for the behaviour of ‘harassing, offending, socially 

excluding someone or negatively affecting someone’s work tasks’ which occurs ‘repeatedly and 

regularly’” (p. 15). A definition such as this shows a range of behaviours that might be difficult 

to interpret as what is offensive to one person may not appear so to another. Carbo and Hughes 

(2010) developed a comprehensive definition of WB through written narratives, in-depth 

interviews and focus groups as “the unwanted, unwelcome, abuse of any source of power that 

has the effect of or intent to intimidate, control or otherwise strip a target of their right to esteem, 

growth, dignity, voice or other human rights in the workplace” (p. 397). Here much more detail 

is included, aimed to provide more breadth with the inclusion of abuse of power but also more 

specifics about what effect the behaviour has on the target. D’Cruz and Noronha (2021) go 

further still and recognized it as a “multifaceted construct” (p. 4). The authors considered the 

varieties of WB as well as three axes of “level of analysis, location of the source and form” (p. 
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13) to posit: 

workplace bullying signifies emotional abuse, encompassing subtle and/or obvious 

negative psychosocial behaviours embodying aggression, hostility and intimidation, 

generally characterized by persistence, exhibited by workplace insiders and/or outsiders 

operating individually and/or as a group, to an individual employee or a group of 

employees during the course of the latter’s work. Being interpersonal and/or 

organizational in level, the display of negative behaviours, which most often bears the 

mark of influences from within and/or outside the workplace, occurs privately and/or 

publicly, in real and/or cyber forms, in the context of an existing or evolving unequal 

power relationship between the parties. (p. 13) 

This broad definition brings in many aspects of the construct that have been studied in the 

literature such as the repeated nature of the behaviour, that it can be public or private, in person 

or by electronic means and that it involves unequal power. However, in attempting an all-

inclusive definition it perhaps lacks the clarity or conciseness needed to help identify the 

behaviour within the workplace with the confusing references to insiders and outsiders and 

within and outside the workplace. 

Branch et al. (2013) examined definitional issues including the difficulty in identifying 

behaviour that takes place over a period of time versus intense one-time events, the potentially 

subjective nature of the behaviour, and the imbalance of power between perpetrator and target. 

The academic definitions of WB become important in the context of dealing with the behaviours 

in the workplace where accurately determining what type of negative behaviours have occurred 

is foundational to being able to take appropriate action. Cowan (2012) examined this criticality 

from the perspective of HRPs whose sensemaking is influenced by “the current 
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conceptualization of bullying/definitional state of bullying and the general roles HR 

professionals play in organizations" (p. 379), demonstrating the need to examine constructs and 

definitions from the perspectives of those involved.  

The recent updates to the Handbooks of Workplace Bullying, Emotional Abuse and 

Harassment (D’Cruz et al., 2021) are an important contribution to the field of study in this area 

in providing a view of the breadth and depth of research, from the elements of the construct to 

ways in which it has been investigated. Topic areas examined in the handbooks include 

definitions and varieties of WB (D’Cruz & Noronha, 2021), also, the contribution of 

organizational factors such as work environment (Balducci et al., 2021), work and organizational 

design (Tuckey et al., 2021), and culture (Salin, 2021). Building on elements of the ways in 

which organizations play a role in WB, theoretical frameworks including a systems approach are 

reviewed (Branch et al., 2021). Within workplaces, the roles of those involved in WB are 

highlighted, including the role of HR (Cowan et al., 2021); the roles of targets or followers and 

effects on them (Harlos & Knoll, 2021); and WB perpetrators and leaders (Blackwood & 

Jenkins, 2021; Samnani, 2021). Importantly, the roles of power and political skill are also 

considered (Mannix-McNamara, 2021; Treadway et al., 2021).  

Interestingly the role personality plays in shaping DL leadership behaviour is notably 

absent in the examination of WB in the aforementioned Handbooks of Workplace Bullying, 

Emotional Abuse and Harassment. Situating the construct of WB within the broader DL 

landscape, the nature of bullies is described by Namie (2007) as: 

a toxic mix of personalities…including highly aggressive, narcissistic individuals. A 

bully is not necessarily a psychopath and may act normally in other nonwork situations. 

He or she may be extremely ambitious, however, and willing to exploit others when 
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opportunities arise. All bullies are Machiavellian and use others to advance their careers. 

Bullies see and seize opportunities to harm. (p. 45) 

Here we see the mention of personality types associated with DL and I will explore these in 

detail in the discussion of the Dark Triad. Similar linkages are also made by Boddy and Taplin 

(2017) who posed “workplace bullies are destructive leaders who may be anti-social and 

psychopathic” (p. 117) in their work to determine measures of workplace psychopathic bullying. 

Furthering the understanding of what constitutes WB behaviour, D’Cruz and Noronha 

(2021) delineated the person-related and task-related behaviours associated with WB; the former 

including “making insulting remarks, excessive teasing, spreading gossip or rumours, persistent 

criticism, intimidation and threats” (p. 15) and the latter as “giving unreasonable deadlines or 

unmanageable work-loads, excessive monitoring of work or assigning meaningless tasks or even 

no tasks” (p. 15). The need to identify behaviours can be seen as integral to creating effective 

workplace anti-bullying policies and the topic of their effectiveness has garnered attention in 

several studies (Cowan, 2011; Ferris et al., 2021; Salin, 2008) as well as the nature of the legal 

landscape regarding complaints (Thompson & Catley, 2021). Hodgins et al. (2020) examined the 

influence of anti-bullying policies and procedures and the language used in such policies (see 

Table 1) and noted the behaviours as “overt, noticeable and measurable” (p. 269). 
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Table 1 Sample of Behaviours Listed in Anti-Bullying Policies 

Sample of Behaviours Listed in Anti-Bullying Policies 

Belittling or criticizing others in front of peers/other staff 
Verbal abuse 
Slandering a staff member or manipulation of their reputation by gossip or ridicule 
Use of aggressive or obscene language 
Unwanted physical contact 
Displaying hostile or aggressive behaviour 
Overruling someone’s authority 
Giving impossible deadlines 
Excessive monitoring of work 
Reducing work tasks to below a person’s capability and qualification without prior discussion or explanation 
Persistent fault finding 

Note: Adapted from “Power and inaction: Why organizations fail to address workplace bullying” 

by M. Hodgins, S. MacCurtain, and P. Mannix-McNamara, 2020, International Journal of 

Workplace Health Management 13(3), 265-290. https://doi.org/10.1108/IJWHM-10-2019-0125. 

Copyright 2020 by Margaret Hodgins, Sarah MacCurtain, and Patricia Mannix-McNamara. 

Among the difficulties faced by organizations in dealing with WB is its psychosocial 

nature, found throughout the literature related to WB (Claybourn et al., 2014; D’Cruz & 

Noronha, 2021; Neall & Tuckey, 2014). The term PH is often conflated with WB as seen with 

Ciby and Raya (2015) who used the term “psychological harassment/bullying” (p. 41). In 2010, 

Query and Hanley noted psychological abuse as one of the greatest threats to workers, 

illustrating the critical need to identify and aptly categorize this type of negative behaviour. 

However, the research on PH belies this importance despite the term being used in legislation 

related to workplaces. 

Psychological Harassment (PH) 

The term PH was introduced into Canadian legislation in Quebec in 2002 (Carr, 2014) to 

expand on the types of behaviours constituting harassment. The Quebec act defines PH as: 

vexatious (abusive, humiliating, hurtful) conduct in the form of comments, gestures or 

behaviour that: 
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• are repeated 

• are hostile (aggressive, threatening) or unwelcome 

• adversely affect the person’s dignity (that is, self-respect, self-esteem) or integrity 

(physical, psychological or emotional balance) 

• make the workplace harmful for the person. 

A single serious incident of such behaviour could also be considered harassment if it has 

a lasting negative impact on the person. (CNESST, n.d.) 

The inclusion of psychological harm resulting from workplace harassment requires organizations 

to be able to clearly define what constitutes such an injury, thus the concept of PH becomes an 

important one.  

The academic literature related to PH is sparse, perhaps due to the difficulty in defining 

the behaviours. Poilpot-Rocaboy (2006) described PH in a general sense as “negative and 

unwanted behaviour” (p. 7) and noted across the literature “a large variety of actions can be 

considered as psychological harassment” (p. 7). The finding is supported by Crawshaw (2009) 

who outlined the “growing problem of conflicting terms and definitions” (p. 263) in relation to 

the research on negative workplace behaviour. What little attention has been paid to PH has a 

focus on the legal implications (Carr, 2014; Cox, 2015; Lippel et al., 2016). Related to the 

legislation in Quebec, Cox (2015) conducted research on the role of unions in the 

implementation of the legislation and found the labour relations context played a significant role 

in whether recourse was successful.  

The nomenclature WB is associated with organizational definitions of negative leader 

behaviour by its very name and where specific workplace policy exists. However, the term PH is 

seen in the organizational setting, if at all, only where it relates to legislation. A term very 
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familiar to most and related to behaviour in the workplace is OP. 

Office Politics (OP) 

OP, also referred to as organizational politics, is a commonly used descriptor of 

behaviour within organizations but amongst the literature related to OP there are varied 

characterizations, both positive and negative. Conner (2006) outlined some of the perceived 

advantages of OP as they “can have positive effects such as serving as a means for nonmajority 

members to promote and accomplish their agenda” (p. 717) positioning this type of behaviour as 

advantageous to those involved. Further clarifying how such behaviour may manifest, Silvester 

and Wyatt (2018) described OP as "the ability to understand and navigate political work 

environments, in order to acquire power, influence others, and achieve political goals" (p. 228) 

seeming to imply employees skilled in this arena are able rise to success in the workplace 

without any reference to the consequences to others. Ferris et al. (1996) contrasted that view and 

determined the behaviour associated with OP “produces conflict and disharmony in the work 

environment by pitting individuals and/or groups against one another” (p. 234) thus suggesting 

that this type of behaviour creates only win/lose situations and erodes collaboration. In support 

of such a perspective, Dhar (2009) summarized how OP is "perceived as an evil and is negatively 

affecting the morale of the employees. More than 90% of the respondents accepted that they feel 

uneasy and a fear of threat was always there while working in such an environment" (p. 47). The 

broad range of behaviour is illustrated by Lanz and Brown (2020) who wrote, “office politics can 

be described along a spectrum from the benign day-to-day of interrelationship to the downright 

Machiavellian behaviours of those who would actively seek to stab you in the back” (p. 56). The 

authors go on to describe the latter behaviour as OP, whereas the other end of the spectrum is 

“simply skilful relationship management” (p. 56). Ferris et al. (2007) linked political skill to 
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successful strategic bullying and defined it as "the ability of individuals to understand the work 

situation and others' behaviors, and to use this understanding to influence others to achieve 

personal goals and/or organizational goals" (p. 200). The differences seen in the way the 

behaviour is portrayed in the literature paint a picture of how such organizational behaviour may 

be largely dependent on the eye of the beholder.  

There is considerable literature covering the perceptions of organizational politics (POP) 

that highlights OP as subjective for both the actor and those assessing the actor’s behaviour 

(Bergeron & Thompson, 2020; Khuwaja et al., 2020; Tang et al., 2021). Ferris et al. (1996) 

stated: 

if people perceive that politics go on in the work environment, and if they have little 

control over the process, politics can be interpreted as a threat and would be expected to 

lead to more negative outcomes. However, if employees feel that they [sic] a high degree 

of control over the process and outcomes, less negative outcomes should result. (p. 244) 

The implication here is that OP is perceived in a more negative light when those impacted have 

little control over the situation such as an employee in a hierarchical organization who sees such 

behaviour from their leader and power differentials are at play. 

While perspectives on the advantages or disadvantages of OP can be seen in the 

literature, so too can negative impacts very similar to those described in relation to other DL 

behaviours. OP has been referred to as “anxiety-provoking” (Ferris et al., 1996, p. 235) and as 

“an invisible attack” (Dhar, 2009, p. 44) with effects including stress, poor health, intent to leave, 

and lower morale and job satisfaction (Dhar, 2009; Hochwarter et al., 2020; Landells & 

Albrecht, 2017). 

One aspect important to note is the deliberate nature of OP, regardless of whether it is 
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seen in a positive light such as finding ways to influence or collaborate toward a shared goal 

(Forster, 2020; Tang et al., 2021) or a negative light such as manipulation of others out of self-

interest (Boozer et al., 2005; Kirchmeyer, 1990) where harm is done to others to achieve 

personal aims (Baloch et al., p. 2). The intent to harm is a polarizing aspect of OP and can also 

be seen in the research on workplace incivility, also examined in this literature review. 

The three terms discussed so far, WB, PH, and OP, are used in some context within or 

related to workplaces and begin to demonstrate the nature of DL and the framing for my study. 

However, the academic literature specific to the darker side of leadership behaviour, found in 

many disciplines, is extensive and a review of other constructs provides a deeper context for 

understanding DL behaviours and consequences.  

The Dark Triad and Dark Tetrad 

The disciplines of psychology and the subdiscipline of social psychology have focused on 

elements of personality, the way we think, feel, and behave (Palmer et al., 2020) to describe the 

potential causes of DL behaviour. The term “Dark Triad” was first defined by Paulhus and 

Williams (2002) to capture the combined non-clinical personality traits of “Machiavellianism, 

subclinical narcissism, and subclinical psychopathy” (p. 556) based on non-clinical instruments 

adapted from clinical measurement scales. The authors described Machiavellianism as "likely to 

behave in a cold and manipulative fashion” (p. 557), while narcissism in the normal realm 

included "grandiosity, entitlement, dominance, and superiority" (p. 557). The behaviours 

associated with social psychopathy included "high impulsivity and thrill-seeking along with low 

empathy and anxiety" (p. 557). The three personalities all share “a socially malevolent character 

with behavior tendencies toward self-promotion, emotional coldness, duplicity, and 

aggressiveness" (p. 557). Furnham et al. (2013) provided context to the classification of sub-
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clinical where it is used to “refer to continuous distributions in broader community samples” (p. 

200) in contrast to those under clinical or forensic supervision. The author pointed out that within 

such populations there is the likelihood of behaviours that range from mild to extreme but in the 

case of the Dark Triad the three traits "share a common core of callous-manipulation" (p. 199).  

In the literature on the Dark Triad the three traits have been explored. In considering 

Machiavellianism Burke (2017) noted “leaders high on Machiavellianism tend to manipulate and 

exploit others to meet their own objectives, attempt to control others, and are more likely to be 

abusive and unethical” (p. 12). As illustrated in the overview of OP, perhaps part of the problem 

with this particular behaviour is it is often perceived more as OP, where manipulations can be 

characterized as influencing and therefore accepted as a norm in organizations. Narcissism in 

leadership has been examined by many (Blair et al., 2008; de Vries & Balazs, 2010). In their 

exploration of the relationship between leader effectiveness or dysfunction and levels of 

narcissism, de Vries and Miller (1985) explained "if there is one personality constellation to 

which leaders tend to gravitate it is the narcissistic one" (p. 586). Where psychopathy is 

concerned, Furnham et al. (2013) posed "even at the subclinical level, psychopathy is viewed as 

the most malevolent of the Dark Triad" (p. 200) supported by Babiak and Hare (2006) who wrote 

of "a personality disorder rooted in lying, manipulation, deceit, egocentricity, callousness, and 

other potentially destructive traits" (preface, para. 2). The latter authors further outlined what 

makes this particular personality such a major issue in organizational leaders is “their destructive 

personality characteristics are invisible to most of the people with whom they interact. They are 

able to circumvent and sometimes hijack succession planning and performance management 

systems in order to give legitimacy to their behaviors” (para. 14). Here we begin to see one of the 

challenges of psychopathy in our organizations whereby some leaders may appear on the surface 
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to be charming but have the potential capability to behave in truly negative ways. Indeed, Babiak 

and Hare wrote their book on corporate psychopaths with the "hope that this knowledge will 

prepare you [the reader] to defend yourself in the future" (preface, para. 14). 

Since the identification of the Dark Triad additional work expanded the definition to the 

Dark Tetrad to include sadism, referring to “the dispositional tendency to engage in cruel, 

demeaning, or antagonistic behaviors for pleasure or subjugation” (Plouffe et al., 2017, p. 166). 

Johnson et al. (2019) outlined that "sadistic individuals take pleasure in causing or witnessing 

acts of cruelty, in which the suffering of others in itself is rewarding" (p. 1). If the descriptions of 

the Dark Triad and Dark Tetrad seem extreme examples of DL behaviour, the literature supports 

the link of these constructs to WB, illustrated by Paulhus (2014) who explained "an everyday 

sadist has tried to hurt you, verbally or physically, for pure enjoyment…workplace bullies are 

classic example" (p. 421).  

The personality of leaders who display DL behaviours certainly appears to be one 

significant factor in understanding the broader issue of DL within our workplaces. This facet has 

also been examined within the literature on toxic leadership. 

Toxic Leadership 

Lipman-Blumen (2005) did much to bring toxic leadership into the discussion of 

leadership behaviour and defined “toxic leaders [as] those individuals who, by virtue of their 

destructive behaviours and their dysfunctional personal qualities or characteristics, inflict serious 

and enduring harm on the individuals, groups, organizations, communities and even the nations 

that they lead” (p. 2). In presenting toxic leadership Lipman-Blumen focused on the relationship 

between followers and toxic leaders and the role followers play in the acceptance and sustaining 

nature of toxic leadership (Boak, 2021). 
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Toxic leadership is a term often found in examinations of negative leadership behaviour 

in the military. Reed (2004) wrote about the definition of toxic leaders by students at the U. S. 

Army War College who described such leaders as "focused on visible short-term mission 

accomplishment. They provide superiors with impressive, articulate presentations and 

enthusiastic responses to missions” (p. 67) illustrating seemingly positive leaders but who “are 

unconcerned about, or oblivious to, staff or troop morale and/or climate. They are seen by the 

majority of subordinates as arrogant, self-serving, inflexible, and petty" (p. 67). Self-serving 

behaviour is seen again from Dagless (2018) in examining the military leadership in the U.K. 

who used the term toxic “in relation to individuals who harm others to enhance themselves" (p. 

94). This begins to outline the potential difficulty in identifying toxic leadership where those 

above in the hierarchy see one set of behaviour and those below experience something very 

different.  

The definition of toxic leadership is not clearly visible across the literature as illustrated 

by Burke (2017) who noted "toxic leaders have been described using various labels: destructive, 

narcissistic, flawed, derailed, petty tyrants, dysfunctional, abusive, bullying, psychopathic, 

Machiavellian and stupid" (p. 10). This long list begins to illustrate the broad ways in which 

toxic leadership has been defined as also seen in Boak (2021) who includes the Dark Triad 

among categorizations of toxic leadership, however, the behaviours related to toxic leadership 

appear self-serving and damaging to others. The consequences to organizations are highlighted 

by Goldman (2009) who warned “undetected, toxicity spreads. Overlooked and avoided, toxicity 

metastasizes. Swept aside and denied, toxicity erodes productivity and motivation” (p. 191). 

Toxic leadership and toxic workplaces have been studied extensively (Anjum et al., 2018; 

Chua & Murray, 2015; Goldman, 2006, 2008; Heppell, 2011). Most recently, studies have 
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looked at the impacts of toxic leaders on expat innovation, job satisfaction and safety 

performance (Hoffman & Sergio, 2020; Paltu & Brouwers, 2020; Saleem et al., 2021) and we are 

now beginning to see retrospective examinations of the construct, such as Smith and Fredricks-

Lowman (2020) who reviewed the past ten years of literature on toxic leadership in higher 

education and found this area of study lacking in “evaluating the breadth of negative behaviours, 

cultures and environment within the academy: (p. 548). Lipman-Blumen’s (2005) original focus 

on followership and toxic leaders has continued with further studies looking at impacts and the 

role of followers (Mergen & Ozbilgin, 2021; Milosevic et al., 2020; Thomas et al., 2016).  

The construct of toxic leadership continues to be a focus in the academic literature such 

that its scope and definitions have expanded. Broader still is the construct of destructive 

leadership. 

Destructive leadership 

Amongst the wealth of literature related to negative leader behaviour, destructive 

leadership appears to muddy the waters of definitions of the behaviour even more than the 

aforementioned toxic leadership. Included are leadership behaviours potentially attributable to 

lack of ability to manage effectively, or just bad leadership, rather than deliberately negative 

behaviour. Erickson et al. (2015) looked at the causes and consequences of destructive behaviour 

and suggested the use of the "Destructive Leadership Questionnaire (DLQ)…[as] one of a 

number of surveys that identify dysfunctional or toxic leadership by asking subordinates and 

peers to identify specific destructive behaviors a leader exhibits" (p. 267). This tool lists 22 

behaviours, one of which is "act in a Brutal or Bullying manner"" (p. 268). However, 11 of the 

behaviours appear under the heading of "Generic Management Incompetence" (p. 268) and 

appear to be examples related to management ability rather than leader behaviour such as 
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“communicate ineffectively” and “unable to make an appropriate decision” (p. 268). 

Krasikova et al. (2013) reviewed the difficulty within the academy of defining destructive 

leadership, and wrote that it: 

is still plagued with three problems: (a) the lack of a unified definition of ‘destructive’ 

leadership that would clarify boundaries of the construct and distinguish it from the 

related phenomena, (b) a multiplicity of constructs used to describe the phenomenon of 

‘destructive’ leading (e.g., abusive supervision, petty tyranny, pseudo-transformational 

leadership, personalized charismatic leadership, strategic bullying, and managerial 

tyranny), and (c) the lack of the unified theoretical framework (cf. Tepper, 2007) based 

on a shared understanding of what destructive leadership is and what it is not. (p. 1309) 

Schyns and Schilling (2013) included in their meta-analysis of destructive leadership an 

extensive list of terms used to describe such leadership such as, “petty tyranny, abusive 

supervision, coercive power, abusive supervisory behaviours, social undermining, supervisory 

abuse, supervisor verbal abuse, unsupportive managerial behaviors, aversive leadership, 

destructive leadership, tyrannical leadership and despotic leadership" (p. 140). Mackey et al. 

(2021) conducted an in-depth systematic literature review and meta-analysis and listed 21 

different definitions of negative leader behaviour found in the literature including: destructive 

leadership, abusive supervision, aversive leadership, corrupt leadership, derailed leadership, 

despotic leadership, evil leadership, exploitative leadership, insincere leadership, insular 

leadership, leader bullying, leader exclusion, leader incivility, leader narcissism, leader 

undermining, negative leadership, personalized charismatic leadership, pseudo-transformational 

leadership, petty tyranny, toxic leadership and tyrannical leadership. Here again is an extensive 

list of terms found in the construct of destructive leadership. 
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The literature clearly demonstrates that destructive leadership is a broad term used to 

describe a host of negative, or dark, behaviours and the experience of those who encounter them. 

Similarly, abusive leadership describes such wide-ranging behaviours. In a study of abusive 

leadership by school principals, Blase and Blase (2002) examined literature focused on the 

definition of workplace abuse and listed the terms “incivility, mobbing, bullying, harassment, 

petty tyranny, interactional injustice, emotional abuse, mistreatment, abuse, aggression, 

deviance, and victimization" (p. 674). These extensive lists are indicative of both the breadth of 

behaviours described in the literature but also the difficulty posed in recognizing specific actions. 

For example, terms listed in these latter two studies such as abusive supervisory behaviours or 

interactional injustice are vague, suggesting the possibility of creating confusion rather than 

clarity. Padilla et al. (2007) noted this lack of clarity in their concept of the toxic triangle. The 

authors looked at the concept of leader effectiveness as a determinant in “deciding whether 

leadership is constructive or destructive is a matter of long-term group performance” (p. 178) 

going on to define “if leaders, in combination with followers and contexts, harm constituents or 

damage organizations, then destructive leadership has occurred" (p. 178). 

Interest in destructive leadership has continued with examinations of the construct and its 

impacts including “context-specific destructive leadership behaviour” in crisis management 

where the factors of stress and elevated risk were seen as contributing to the use of destructive 

leadership behaviour (Fors Brandebo, 2020, p. 568); its prevalence in U.S. higher education 

(Klaus & Steele, 2020); cultural contexts for the behaviour (Palmer et al., 2021); and even an 

examination of the destructive leadership behaviour of celebrity chef Gordon Ramsay (Balwant, 

2021).  

The myriad ways in which negative leadership behaviour has been defined and examined 
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allow for the behaviour to be seen in multiple contexts. However, important to my study is its 

manifestation within our workplaces and how it may be seen and understood in that context. I 

now provide a discussion of the literature related to incivility in the workplace to round out this 

review of DL behaviour. In examining the range of potentially harmful behaviours by leaders it 

would be easy to overlook what might be seen as simply bad manners or rudeness. However, the 

potential for incivility to escalate and the consequences of this type of behaviour are considered 

here as a further illustration of the potentially harmful outcomes of trivializing such actions. 

Workplace Incivility 

If the Dark Triad and associated behaviours could be perceived as some of the darkest, 

most severe types of behaviours of DL, workplace incivility may be found at the opposite end of 

the spectrum. The literature on this construct is useful to provide additional context to the 

examination of DL behaviour in the workplace. 

One of the founding definitions of incivility in the workplace was set out by Andersson 

and Pearson in 1999 who characterized workplace incivility as “some of the less intense forms of 

workplace aggression” (p. 454) but established “how incivility can spiral and potentially escalate 

into increasingly intense, aggressive workplace behaviours” (p. 454). Thus workplace incivility 

has an important place in the discussion of negative workplace behaviour. They defined it as 

“low-intensity deviant behavior with ambiguous intent to harm the target, in violation of 

workplace norms for mutual respect.” (p. 457). Pearson and Porath (2009) defined incivility as 

“the exchange of seemingly inconsequential inconsiderate words and deeds that violate 

conventional norms of workplace conduct” (p. 11) thus situating such behaviour against a 

backdrop of what may be seen as acceptable based on policies and everyday standards for 

working together with others.  
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Another important characteristic of workplace incivility in the literature involves the 

ambiguous intentions of the perpetrator to cause harm, where the behaviour could be seen as a 

simple oversight or ignorance as opposed to a deliberate act (Andersson & Pearson, 1999; 

Cortina & Magley, 2009; Pearson et al., 2000; Schilpzand et al., 2016). The final defining 

element of workplace incivility is the low intensity of the behaviours. Johnson and Indvik (2001) 

noted “incivility is at the low end of the continuum of workplace abuse” (p. 706) and clarified it 

as “not violence or harassment or even open conflict” (p. 706). The behaviours demonstrate a 

lack of courtesy or consideration of others, rudeness, or unprofessionalism (Andersson & 

Pearson, 1999; Samosh, 2019) which may explain why our workplaces appear to overlook the 

issue. However, incivility could be considered one of the most common forms of negative 

behaviour in organizations with incident rates ranging from 50% (Pearson & Porath, 2009) to as 

high as 71% (Cortina et al., 2001). It has been identified as “one of the most pervasive forms of 

anti-social behaviour in the workplace” (Cortina, 2008, p. 56). This calls in to question the 

notion of behaviour that violates workplace norms, if it is indeed ever-present, as the term 

ubiquitous implies, then has it actually become a workplace norm? 

Workplace incivility can be as harmful as other types of DL behaviour (Young et al., 

2021) resulting in reduced job satisfaction, lower morale, increased stress, anxiety, decreased 

creativity, and higher turnover (Hershcovis & Barling, 2010; Schilpzand et al., 2016; Young et 

al., 2021). Despite the impacts, and perhaps due to the ambiguous nature of workplace incivility, 

those experiencing such behaviour may feel it is too minor to file a formal report accounting for 

reporting rates as low as between 1% and 6% (Cortina & Magley, 2009).  

The discussion of DL constructs presented here illustrates the spectrum of behaviours 

identified as well as some of the challenges in adequately defining what constitutes DL. Themes 
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occurring across differing definitions of ‘bad’ leadership include inflicting damage on others, 

over-exercise of control to satisfy personal needs, rule breaking to serve own purposes and abuse 

of power (Higgs, 2009). The part played by power in DL has been seen across this review of the 

literature, in the personality traits that drive the need to attain or to maintain it at all costs, and in 

the power afforded the position of leadership itself and all that implies. Thus, power is deserving 

of further examination within the larger context of organizational factors. 

Organizational Context 

The context within which DL occurs is as important to understand as the behaviours 

themselves and is critical to examining how the behaviour may be characterized within the 

organizational setting. This section explores the context of power and workplace culture then 

illuminates a leadership paradox related to DL in organizations. 

Power and DL 

Kellerman (2008) stated, “man’s inhumanity to man explains why, for all the academic 

discussions about the semantic differences among the words power, authority, and influence, in 

common parlance it is the word power that matters most” (p. 63, emphasis in original) 

suggesting that however leadership is defined in its many constructs, the one most critical 

element is power. MacGregor Burns (1978) in his classic book Leadership made a clear 

distinction on the difference between those he classified as leaders and those he saw as using 

power for their own gain when he stated that "power wielders may treat people as things. 

Leaders may not" (p. 18). He further clarified that "all leaders are actual or potential power 

holders, but not all power holders are leaders" (pp. 18-19) illustrating the notion that true 

leadership is much more than simply the ability to exercise power over others. Others see 

leadership and power as inextricably linked. San Juan (2005) wrote "think about leadership, and 
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soon after you will think of power as well. This is because power is a compelling aspect of 

leadership" (p. 187). Power, then, is intricately linked to leadership, particularly the type of 

leadership we find in typical, hierarchical organizations where "power is involved in the 

relationship of leader and follower, primarily in terms of the power of the leader over the 

follower" (San Juan, 2005, p. 188). This view is supported and further clarified by Sturm et al. 

(2021) who stated, “one cannot be a leader without having power” but provided some clarity in 

its necessity “in either the positional or dispositional sense to exert influence and achieve goals” 

(p. 1).  

The type of influence a leader might employ is seen in the original work of French and 

Raven (1959) where the supervisor – subordinate relationship was a focus for the development of 

their typology of social power. The five sources identified were coercive power (threat of 

punishment), reward power (promise of some type of compensation), legitimate power (the right 

to influence), expert power (based on superior knowledge), and referent power (based on the 

target identifying with the influencer). Later, informational power (based on persuasive material 

or logic) was added (Raven, 1965). Raven (2008) subsequently expanded the bases of power to 

11 in the interpersonal power interaction model (IPIM). In the IPIM model coercive and reward 

power were clarified as impersonal and personal and legitimate power was expanded as four 

distinct categories: legitimate position power (as in a typical hierarchical reporting relationship); 

legitimate power of reciprocity (based on social norms obligations); legitimate power of equity 

(based on compensatory obligations); legitimate power of dependence (based on obligation to 

someone in need). These power bases can be distinguished based on the level of choice someone 

feels in the interaction, as either harsh power bases (coercion, reward, legitimacy of position, 

equity, and reciprocity) or soft power bases (expert, referent, informational and legitimacy of 
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dependence) (Pierro et al., 2013). It is in the harsh power bases that DL can be seen, where 

choice to comply is reduced potentially to the point where the target feels there is little or no 

choice. In his examination of power, Wrong (2017) referred to authority as a form of legitimate 

power characterized by willing obedience (p. 23). Perhaps what Wrong is framing as a ‘willing’ 

obedience is actually the presence of harsh power bases that result in the appearance of 

compliance. However, it may be more a representation of targets being manipulated by 

perpetrators who are skillfully using such ‘legitimate’ power for their own gain and to the 

detriment of those below them in the hierarchy. The implication here is the hierarchical structure 

found within typical workplaces brings with it the necessity to ensure the power afforded to 

those in leadership positions is used in the right way. 

In examining the ways in which power can be used, Krauter (2020) delineates categories 

of power-related behaviour: 'power to' relates to the creation of an intended outcome based on 

decision making and resources; 'power with' describes empowerment and collective action; and 

'power over' is concerned with behaviours such as control, coercion, self-interest, and force 

echoing the types of harsh power bases defined within the IPIM. This latter category is perhaps 

where the behaviour of a leader may become questionable. As power is ever-present in our 

workplaces such that it is “exercised, obeyed, resisted and subverted on a daily basis” (Hodgins 

et al., 2020, p. 271) careful consideration must be given to where it becomes toxic to individuals 

or the organization more broadly. Reinforcing this point, San Juan (2005) stated, "leadership 

roles become the stage for acting out and reinforcing…personality disorders at the expense of 

others. The glitter and glamour of power and prestige blind them to their intoxication with and 

abuse of power" (p. 199). Thus, consideration must be given to impacts that can result from the 

presence of leaders with Dark Triad personality traits in our workplaces. As noted in the review 
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of Dark Triad literature, the ability of the psychopath to appear charming can hide a tendency for 

dark side behaviour. Boddy et al. (2021) make clear the risks and specified “subclinical 

psychopathic leaders are associated with incidents of what can only be described as severe 

bullying” (p. 71). 

As explained in Chapter 1, the relationship between a leader and those they have power 

over is defined as leader and employee for the purposes of my study. An important element to 

understand in this relationship is the power dynamic between an employee and a leader whose 

actions constitute DL. 

Power Imbalance 

The concept of where power lies is examined by Branch and Murray (2015) who stated, 

"also important when defining workplace bullying is the presence of a power imbalance, that is, 

one party is at a disadvantage or unable to protect or shield themselves from the bullying" (p. 

288). Power imbalances are noted in many of the studies across the DL literature (D’Cruz & 

Noronha, 2021; Salin, 2003; Samnani & Singh, 2016).  

Boudrias et al. (2021) noted that power imbalance is a feature of WB regardless of the 

hierarchical status of those involved, whereas D’Cruz and Noronha (2021) nuance this view in 

observing “authority linked to the organizational hierarchy plays a role in situations of superior-

to-subordinate bullying” (p. 28). Where workplace incivility is concerned, Pearson and Porath 

(2009) revealed “about 60 percent of the time the offender has higher job status than the target 

does” (p. 15) and clarified “incivility is sometimes deliberately deployed by cowardly leaders to 

unleash power in its most subtle form” (p. 15). It is also used as a means to maintain power 

differences (Young et al., 2021). Harvey et al. (2007) posed that a "lack of power of the bullying 

victims heightens their likelihood on the bully's radar" (p. 123) creating a picture of those who 
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are lower in the organizational hierarchy as sitting ducks for dark leaders.  

The work climate can facilitate power imbalance in ways other than through hierarchical 

position. Poor social work climate characterized by weak or ineffective policies and practices to 

protect the psychological health and safety of employees, can lead to a lack of psychological 

safety. Additionally, work climates that lack demonstrated support for targets, combined with 

high work demands can contribute to a “work climate of power imbalance” (Samnani & Singh, 

2016, p. 543). One potential contributing factor to a work climate of power imbalance involves 

the role of HR in dealing with incidents, where there is a lack of action as a result of reporting. 

One contributing factor could be the findings of Harrington et al. (2012) who determined that 

HRPs “were found to prioritize their relationships with managers, automatically distrusting 

employees’ bullying claims” (p. 392). Complicating this, the authors also found that HRPs were 

reluctant to discuss bullying claims with managers “for fear of diminishing their credibility and 

damaging this primary relationship” (p. 404). The relationship between HRPs and management 

is also one considered to involve a power imbalance. Mokgolo and Barnard (2019) highlighted 

the subordinate power position of HRPs and illustrated how “line managers…often intimidated 

them by reminding them of their inferior positional authority” (p. 6). 

Another aspect of power differential is potentially seen in the reluctance of targets to 

speak up about their experiences, noted in the low reporting rates found by Cortina and Magley 

(2009). There is a risk to an employee of taking formal action whereby they identify themself as 

a target through the process, a label they may be uncomfortable with (Thompson & Catley, 

2021). The issue of employee silence can be a complicated one where reticence to speak up 

could be the result of quiescent silence, driven by fear and anger, or acquiescent silence, driven 

by a feeling of futility or resignation (Harlos & Knoll, 2021). As outlined in the discussion of 
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workplace incivility, employees who chose to leave their workplaces to avoid incivility may 

never report the behaviour in any formal way “since it takes determination and risk to voice 

dissatisfaction, employees will usually neither stay nor make the effort to improve the 

organization if they don’t believe their complaints will lead to positive change” (Pearson & 

Porath, 2009, p. 93). Thus, companies may be left with the cost of replacing staff because of a 

somewhat hidden problem. However, if complaints are made but no visible action is taken “a 

culture of incivility can fester and spread” (Pearson & Porath, 2009, p. 94) echoing the work 

climate of power imbalance identified by Samnani and Singh (2016). 

On such an important consideration of culture, much attention is now being paid to the 

broader context of DL behaviour where the construct goes beyond previous characterizations of 

an interaction between two unequal members of an organization (Einarsen et al., 2011). D’Cruz 

and Noronha (2021) made the important point that gaining an understanding of negative 

behaviour by leaders requires a broader lens that conceptualizes the influences of workplace 

culture and the broader societal context.  

Culture and DL 

Considering the broader context within which DL takes place, Johnson (2011) applied an 

ecological lens based on the human development model by Bronfenbrenner (1979), that 

considered the layers within which the behaviour occurs. Included are the macrosystem, 

encompassing broader society, the exosystem of the organization, the mesosytem comprised of 

the perpetrators manager and co-workers, and the microsystem of the bully and the target. In the 

macrosystem of society, Johnson explored the societal connection between cultures where 

nonpatriarchal workplace structures are valued with lower rates of WB, such as Sweden, and 

U.S. hierarchical structures where we see higher rates of WB as discussed in Chapter 1. 
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In exploring the linkage between broader society and organizational culture related to 

workplace incivility, Pearson and Porath (2009) examined the influences of the broader culture, 

where incivility “appears to be the norm” (p. 43) and noted “rudeness in our workplaces results 

from and causes uncivil attitudes and behaviour in our larger culture” (p. 48). The problem of DL 

in our workplaces then, requires a fundamental shift away from the narrow view of interpersonal 

conflict to the larger systems at play, without which real progress will stall. D’Cruz and Noronha 

(2021) explicate this important point where “the glossing over of contextual influences means 

that organizations fail to see themselves as unethical entities, thereby disregarding the intra-

organizational and extra-organizational factors which impinge on the situation” (p. 37). 

Looking at the organizational context, Balducci et al. (2021) used work environment 

hypothesis as the underlying theoretical basis in an examination of the contribution of 

organizational factors to the presence of DL behaviours, resulting in the conceptualization of 

bullying as a behavioural strain outcome triggered by negative working conditions. This is 

supported by Tuckey et al. (2021) and Samnani (2021) where we see the experience of stress 

promoting abusive behaviour in leaders with stress-inducing conditions such as downsizing and 

perception of low job security as additional factors (Treadway et al., 2021). The pressure of 

competition and need to prove shareholder value can also contribute to a heightened focus on 

results within the workplace. This can encourage attitudes of the survival of the toughest and a 

constant need to produce leading to the perception that incivility and bullying are a means to an 

end that allow the organization to achieve results (Branch & Murray, 2015). The characterization 

of DL here implies that continued focus only on what is achieved, rather than how, legitimizes 

DL by normalizing it within the workplace culture. 

Liu et al. (2009) argued “that culture, as a shared system of norms that guides beliefs, 
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feelings and behaviours…plays a key role in regulating incivility” (p. 165). In examining WB, 

Mannix-McNamara (2021) claimed “bullying is not an individual problem; it stems from the 

types of exercises of power that are learned, facilitated and legitimated in the culture of the 

workplace” (p. 50). The author made the case that to attempt to separate individuals from the 

organizations they work in when trying to understand bullying is “futile, as both are deeply 

interwoven and interdependent” (p. 50). Many other studies show that organizational settings 

with power imbalances and bullying styles of management create cultures where incivility is not 

only tolerated, but thrives (Cortina et al., 2017; Estes & Wang, 2008; Hodgins et al., 2014). Also 

related to the working climate, additional studies have explored organizational culture as an 

enabler of bullying. This can occur where the behaviour is tolerated or normalized (Baillien et 

al., 2009) and where the culture of the workplace and the power dynamics at play contribute to, 

or increase the likelihood of, leader bullying (Samnani & Singh, 2016). Hodgins et al. (2014) 

noted “incivility is linked to organisational culture insofar as a tolerance for incivility and 

unwillingness to address it has been identified as fundamentally contributing to the problem” (p. 

66). Thus, we see many linkages drawn between the culture of the organization and the DL 

behaviour seen within it. It also raises the question of whether the culture causes the behaviour or 

if DL creates a willing culture and thus, a leadership paradox begins to emerge. 

Leadership Paradox 

Where the culture of an organization is concerned Warrick (2017) cited Steers and Shim 

(2013) in stating, “although many factors influence culture, organizational cultures primarily 

reflect their leaders. Leaders influence culture through their strategies, practices, values, 

leadership style, and example” (p. 397). Schein (2004) wrote “culture and leadership are two 

sides of the same coin” where leaders create cultures when they create organizations, and the 
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criteria for leadership are created by the culture. The author goes on to state, "if elements of a 

culture become dysfunctional, it is the unique function of leadership to be able to perceive the 

functional and dysfunctional elements of the existing culture and to manage cultural evolution" 

(pp. 22-23). However, if leaders influence culture in such a profound way and DL exists in the 

senior leadership ranks, it could be said that dysfunctional culture will not be managed or 

evolved by leadership but will be sustained by the very leadership that created it. A similar 

paradox is also seen in many of the studies examining the effectiveness of HRPs and 

organizational policies related to workplace conduct such as anti-bullying policy. Cowan (2011) 

specifically states “bullying is overwhelmingly enacted by those in management positions” (p. 

322). However, the author goes on to stipulate “management needs to lead the effort in 

instituting and enforcing anti-bullying policy” (p. 324) and that “management could also be 

proactive by analyzing the organization’s culture for indicators of bullying” (p, 324). It seems 

improbable to suggest the management of an organization would undertake such an analysis if 

DL behaviour was tolerated. In describing how senior leaders embed and transmit culture Schein 

(2004) included elements such as role modeling, the allocation of rewards and status and even 

who is hired and promoted. Thus, when DL is present within an organization but not dealt with, 

perhaps one of the first places to look for root causes is at the senior leadership level. However, 

in a study looking at the experience of Irish teachers with WB, seeking resolution left all of them 

with “the perception that the bullying was being systemically reinforced, authorized and even 

endorsed” (Mannix-McNamara, 2021, p. 53) adding to the paradox of a leadership issue that 

requires better leadership to address.  

Considering the cultural background to DL and what is considered acceptable behaviour 

raises the question of how organizations define and measure successful leadership. On the one 
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hand it seems difficult to imagine an organization would deliberately hire DLs but on the other 

that leaves the implication that it develops them. A brief examination of leader competence is 

presented here and explored further in Chapter 5. 

Leader Competence 

Determining the competence of leaders, or their having the knowledge or skills to be 

effective, requires the consideration of how a leader knows what constitutes good performance 

and how organizations establish and measure it. As seen in the discussion of destructive 

leadership, Erickson et al. (2015) included in their DLQ the category “generic management 

incompetence (p. 268). The authors pointed out that this referred to “aspects of leadership 

incompetence” (p. 267) citing examples such as “ineffective at coordinating and managing” and 

“a lack of skill to do their job” (p. 268). There is an implication here that DL behaviour can be 

the result of the ineptitude of those in leadership positions at the role specific level, where 

specific knowledge or ability is required. Workplaces that put unskilled leaders in such positions 

are perhaps creating the conditions for DL. 

More broadly, within the organizational setting, required or acceptable leader behaviour 

is typically outlined in the curriculum for leader development, and focused primarily on positive 

competencies and behaviours (Harms et al., 2011). These are often outlined in leadership 

competency models used as criteria for acquisition, performance and assessment, promotion, and 

compensation (Seemiller, 2016, p. 94) illustrating their integral place in leadership within the 

organizational setting. What constitutes leadership competencies according to Spendlove (2007) 

includes “knowledge, skills, abilities and behaviours” (p. 409) demonstrating, perhaps, that 

organizations attempt to define what good leadership requires. Seemiller (2016) described 

competencies as “knowledge, values, abilities (skills or motivations), and behaviors that 
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contribute to one’s effectiveness in a role or task” (p. 94) highlighting their role in assessing 

desired performance. 

Leader competency models may also include personality traits (Cumberland et al., 2016) 

which implies it may be beneficial to conduct some type of personality testing of leaders during 

recruitment or assessment activity. This seems particularly important in light of the literature 

describing the non-clinical personality traits at play in the Dark Triad and the ability of those 

with such characters to manipulate succession planning and performance management systems. 

Illustrative of the need to identify this, Babiak and Hare (2006) described the ability of 

psychopaths to "be very charming, able to talk their way past even the most seasoned 

interviewers. When it is to their advantage, they can display a charisma that can disarm and 

beguile even the most wary individuals" (preface, para. 6). Thus, a critical element of 

establishing what constitutes good leadership is acknowledging that the darker side exists. The 

concept of power in leadership provides a good illustration. As discussed earlier, those with dark 

side personality traits are drawn to positions of power. Such power can be used for the 

satisfaction of personal need or agenda, described as ‘power over’ by Krauter (2020) but without 

specific acknowledgement or discussion of this within the concept of ‘power to’ or ‘power with’ 

it can go unrecognized. 

Leader development, in the broad context has seen a range of theories conceptualized and 

taught in leader education programs; trait theory that defines leadership in terms of who the 

leader is, including the light and dark sides of personality (Judge et al., 2009; Lord et al., 1986); 

behavioural theory where leadership is more about how the leader acts, characterized in 

competency models and skill inventories (Kouzes & Posner, 2012; Mumford et al., 2000); 

situational theory where leaders must adapt their approach to the unique needs of those they are 
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working with (Blanchard & Hersey, 1996; Graeff, 1983); process theory involving the 

relationship aspect such as servant leadership (Greenleaf, 1977) and authentic leadership 

(Gardner et al., 2011); and systems theory where leadership is situated in the complexity of 

organizations and the challenges we face in society (Flinn, 2018; Uhl-Bien et al., 2007; 

Wheatley, 2006). These conceptualizations of leadership demonstrate the many ways we have 

attempted to understand how to be better at leadership with little to no attention paid to when it 

can be damaging to others. In considering what constitutes leader development, Harms et al. 

(2011) noted “changes in the perceptions, motivations, competencies, and patterns of behaviour 

of individuals in leadership positions” (p. 497). Day (2000) distinguishes between ‘leader’ 

development, involving human capital and intrapersonal competence such as self-awareness and 

self-regulation, and ‘leadership’ development focused on social capital and building “networked 

relationships among individuals that enhance cooperation and resource exchange” (p. 585). 

These distinctions by Day are, perhaps, the critical building blocks for establishing a solid 

foundation on which to understand where the dark side of behaviour can begin to be explored. 

Kellerman (2004b) noted that "capricious, murderous, high handed, corrupt, and evil 

leaders are effective and everywhere - except in the literature of business leadership" (p. 43) 

making explicit the lack of focus on DL in the world of business and in our organizations. 

Furtner et al. (2017) support this view and stated that “for a long time, leadership research has 

focused too much on idealized, romantic, and “good” forms of leadership (e.g., transformational, 

empowering, authentic, and ethical leadership), but neglected the antagonistic part: the dark side 

of leadership” (p. 1). Being able to delineate the competencies required to perform as a 

successful leader therefore must include where those competencies may cross the line to DL 

behaviours to ensure they can be identified and understood. The consequences of incivility going 
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unchecked or OP manifesting as manipulative and self-serving would put such behaviour on the 

competency map and provide the foundation for assessing such DL. 

Furthering this important consideration related to the assessment of leaders, Pfeffer 

(2015) opined “the leadership industry is so obsessively focused on the normative – what leaders 

should do and how things ought to be – that it has largely ignored asking the fundamental 

question of what is actually true and going on and why” (p. 41). Examining the elements that 

constitute leadership competency models, such as what is required and how success is measured 

against those requirements, calls in to question the effectiveness of such models when the 

prevalence of DL in organizations has continued to rise. Pfeffer (2015) made such an argument 

when he stated, “the qualities we actually select for and reward in most workplaces are precisely 

the ones that are unlikely to produce leaders who are good for employees” (p. 7). The author 

stressed a call to action that “unless and until leaders are measured for what they really do and 

for actual workplace conditions, and until these leaders are held accountable for improving both 

their own behaviour and, as a consequence, workplace outcomes, nothing will change” (p. 41). 

Here, the author introduces the notion of leaders being held accountable for the conditions in 

which employees are asked to work, drawing a direct line between leader behaviour and 

workplace culture. It also highlights the disconnect between the standards set for successful 

leadership and the actual behaviours and impacts seen and felt by employees as described in the 

literature related to DL. Organizations may be unaware of such a discrepancy or may be creating 

the very conditions that lead to it. 

Chapter Summary 

In this chapter I reviewed literature relevant to the concept of DL within the typical 

hierarchical organizations found in North America. I explored concepts and constructs of DL, the 
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organizational context and considerations related to leader competence. With this framework as a 

basis for the study, in Chapter 3 I outline methodology, data gathering and analysis as well as the 

ethical considerations of conducting the research.  
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Chapter 3: Methodology 

Introduction 

In this chapter I outline how I conducted this study. I begin by framing the research with 

a reminder of the specific research questions being answered, then cover the research approach I 

used and expand on my own positionality as the researcher. I proceed to describe the study 

participants, how I identified them, and the details of their participation. I then discuss the 

instrumentation I used to gather data and the collection method and protocols. This provides the 

background for a review of the study rigour to provide the foundation for the ensuing discussion 

of the data analysis. I conclude the chapter with a look at the ethical considerations of my study. 

Research Questions 

My research inquiry investigated how organizations can more effectively manage and 

reduce negative leader behaviour by better understanding how differences in the perception of 

certain behaviours shape the problem. The objectives that framed my study are: 

RO#1: To understand the definitions of DL behaviour from the perspectives of leaders, 

HRPs and employees. 

RO#2: To understand how the issue of DL is characterized and what challenges exist 

within the organizational setting from the perspectives of leaders, HRPs, and employees. 

RO#3: To explore, with leaders, HRPs and employees, where and how improvements can 

be made to managing and reducing DL. 

My corresponding research questions are: 

RQ#1: How do leaders, HRPs, and employees characterize WB, PH, and OP? 

RQ#2: How do leaders, HRPs, and employees characterize DL within their organization 

and what do they see are the main challenges in dealing with it? 
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RQ#3: What recommendations do leaders, HRPs, and employees have for better 

managing and reducing DL in organizations? 

The qualitative data being sought through these questions involved the language used by 

the study participants to describe what the three DL terms (WB, PH, OP) mean to them, their 

experiences with such behaviour and their opinions on how organizations can bring about 

positive change related to DL. No studies found to date have gathered this particular perspective 

related to how these different terms used to describe negative leader behaviour are perceived, 

therefore, in this research I gathered original qualitative data. I have provided some background 

to the framing of my interest in this topic through the description in Chapter 1 and the review of 

relevant literature in Chapter 2. Research in the social sciences is shaped by the epistemological 

and ontological position of the researcher and, therefore, those positions must also be clearly 

outlined. 

Research Approach and Positionality 

Glesne (2011) stated “your theoretical perspectives…and values often affect your choice 

of research topic, the questions you ask of that topic, and how you describe what you ‘find’” (p. 

35). As I outlined in the introductory chapter of this dissertation, I worked in the financial 

services sector for two decades, during which I directly experienced, witnessed, and had 

numerous conversations related to the negative behaviour of leaders, some of which were in the 

organizations in which I worked, and others were in other financial services companies or 

different types of business altogether. My approach to the investigation of this important issue 

put the research question as the central consideration for the design and, as such, represents a 

pragmatic approach to the study. In defining pragmatism, McCaslin (2008) referred to it as 

“marked by the doctrine that practical consequences are the central criteria of knowledge” (p. 
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674). Coming to this research with a background in business, rather than solely academic, I see 

the issue of DL as a problem to be understood and addressed and doing so requires input from 

those directly involved to uncover what new knowledge is needed. This is supported by 

McCaslin “since the problem itself emerges from the nature of reality the pragmatist enters the 

field of inquiry with a practical problem-solving attitude” (p. 675). Approaching inquiry with 

this theoretical paradigm fits well as “the whole purpose of pragmatic approaches is to locate 

practical and usable solutions to the stated problem” (McCaslin, 2008, p. 675). Further, Simpson 

(2018) wrote pragmatism “accounts for the social experience of living and working together” (p. 

54) positioning it as well suited to studies such as this one, looking at behaviour within 

workplaces. Due to its focus on how our reality is created as we go about navigating the 

challenges of modern life the author pointed out pragmatism has “considerable potential to 

inform those aspects of business and management research that are concerned with the dynamics 

of human and social practice” (p. 54). 

The purpose of my study is grounded in the desire to produce something useful and 

practical from the point of view of those who have experience with DL. As outlined in Chapter 

1, the use of SI as a theoretical framework allows for the voice of experience to take center stage. 

Dennis (2011), in exploring pragmatism and SI noted among criticisms of such approaches, a 

“general rejection of a priori principles in favor of empirical investigation tailored to gaining the 

‘point of view of the actor’” (p. 471) as opposed to the specificity that can be found in studies 

with more explicit theoretical connection. However, I find this to be an advantage of the 

combination of pragmatism and SI and wholly appropriate to the objectives of my study as 

Dennis also pointed out “pragmatists and interactionists alike are suspicious of preconceived 

theoretical accounts of the world (pp. 465-467) and our ideas “should be tentative and open to 



 
THE CHARACTERIZATION OF DARK LEADERSHIP  
 

 

69 

empirical correction, and should not, on an a priori basis, restrict or presume what might be 

happening” (p. 466). That is not to say existing theory has no place in this research. In 

considering SI, Blumer determined it to be “grounded on a number of basic ideas, or ‘root 

images’” (p. 6). The images illustrate how SI views “human groups or societies, social 

interaction, objects, the human being as an actor, human action, and the interconnection of the 

lines of action. Taken together, these root images represent the way in which symbolic 

interactionism views human society and conduct” (p. 6). These concepts facilitated a broader 

view of DL at the organizational level and allowed for the consideration of existing theory as 

suggested by themes emerging from the analysis of the data. 

One final point on the use of SI is to make explicit how meaning is represented in this 

examination. Dennis (2011) posed: 

it should be emphasized that ‘meaning’…does not simply indicate…a definition or name. 

SI’s concern with meaning is not with a cognitive or philosophical concept, but rather 

with a practical term. Something is meaningful only to the extent that it makes a practical 

difference to someone. (p. 468) 

Thus, by asking my research participants to provide their definitions of the terms WB, PH, and 

OP I was able to capture how those terms have meaning for them and how their experience with 

DL behaviour helped to shape that meaning. To ensure this study represents those perspectives 

clearly, I have used extensive quotations from participant responses to demonstrate the thoughts 

and experiences that comprise each of the themes uncovered in the study (see Chapter 4). These 

perspectives can help us to examine DL in a new way by exploring the similarities and 

differences between groups. 
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Study Participants 

With a desire to put the voice of the research participants in the center of my study, I 

needed a way to ensure I could identify those who had experience with DL. As discussed in 

Chapter 1, the issue of DL is not specific to any one sector or type of business therefore my 

search could be quite broad. An effective method for this is snowball sampling where 

appropriate study members known to the researcher are asked to identify others (Given, 2008). 

One advantage of this method is a potential reduction in bias resulting from existing relationships 

between myself and participants arising from conversations about the subject matter of the study 

and my own thoughts and opinions. It is worth noting it can also introduce the “risk of capturing 

a biased subset of the total population of potential participants” (Given, 2008, p. 816). However, 

as no sampling frame exists for the populations of the study, this method of non-probability 

sampling, commonly used in qualitative studies, is seen as acceptable (Bryman & Bell, 2016, p. 

240) and provided me with a structured method to pursue potential study participants.  

Another potential bias regarding participants was the use of any language that might 

influence their choice to take part and/or their answers to the research questions. For example, if 

I framed the investigation as looking at ‘leader bullying’ a potential candidate might judge their 

participation only on whether they thought their experience constituted ‘bullying.’ I therefore 

chose to use a sensitizing concept as the title of the research. By ensuring only loose definitions 

at the onset of study, the “inquirer might explore how the concept is manifest and given a 

particular meaning in the set of circumstances under investigation” (Schwandt, 2007, p. 282). 

While most often used to help guide the use of concepts for the researcher, in this instance the 

notion of negative leader behaviour assisted the participants in both their consideration to take 

part in the study and in their participation in the interviews by having a more general sense of the 
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nature of the inquiry and direction of the questions. Thus, the project title for my participant 

recruitment was ‘Investigation of Negative Leader Behaviour.’ 

As I have lived and worked in Canada for the past 36 years and worked for the U.S. 

division of a Canadian company, many of my contacts are situated in those two countries. This 

resulted in the study sites being primarily North American with one exception of a U.K. national 

living in Spain. As established above, no sector was specifically targeted, however, some broad 

sector information was requested from participants as part of the demographic information they 

were asked to provide (see Chapter 4). 

To begin identifying participants I created a spreadsheet of contacts I knew to have some 

experience with DL. I sent them an introductory email outlining the reason I was reaching out to 

them (see Appendix A). My initial email provided them with some suggested wording for their 

recruitment email and a detailed document to share with their potential research candidates 

explaining the project and what taking part would involve (see Appendix B). I used a similar 

approach to identify the HRP participant group (see Appendix C), where I reached out to known 

HRP contacts who have knowledge of DL within organizations to identify others with similar 

experience and invite them to take part in the study. There were some complicating factors 

regarding the leader population, as attempting to identify leaders known for DL behaviour is a 

very sensitive issue that would likely, at the very least, involve breach of confidentiality. Also, as 

the likelihood specific perpetrators would be willing to participate was very low, the leader 

population was identified with a more general approach by asking for volunteers who were 

interested in taking part in a research project examining the negative side of leader behaviour. 

Snowball sampling was also used to identify this participant group to reduce bias related to 

knowing the researcher and the specifics of the topic (see Appendix D). I used subtle differences 
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in wording of recruitment emails and documents particular to each of the participant groups to 

somewhat personalize the messaging. Interestingly, the leaders taking part in the study were 

identified by several of my original employee category contacts and not specifically from my 

original leader contacts. 

The snowball sampling process I used generated 26 responses and resulted in a total of 19 

participants. The initial groups were comprised of three leaders, four HRPs, and nine employees. 

After initial interviews were conducted, additional leader participants were sought to increase 

this group size to five and, through this additional recruitment effort, one additional HRP 

participant was included. As my study was to investigate the perspectives of each of these 

groups, I decided to proceed with these samples sizes to determine if the data was sufficient to 

generate themes in each of the groups. The findings revealed consistency within each group and 

results indicated similarities to existing literature. The potential limitations of the sample sizes 

are outlined in the Limitations section of Chapter 4. 

Once I received a response from a potential candidate, I sent them an email thanking 

them for their interest and outlining the next steps (see Appendix E). I requested they read 

through and acknowledge the informed consent by return email (see Appendix F), complete the 

fillable demographic form (see Appendix G), and provide some convenient meeting times along 

with the time zone they were in (to ensure I was able to book the meeting appropriately). To 

track my study participants, I created a detailed, password-protected spreadsheet with contact 

name, email address, date of receipt of informed consent and demographic form, interview date 

and time, and date of transcript approval. Each participant was assigned an interview number 

based on the order in which the sessions were completed (i.e., Int #1, Int #2, etc.), however even 

this identifier was further anonymized when referring to individual participants in the findings 
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described in Chapter 4, I group the participants as leaders (L1-L5), HRPs (HRP1–HRP5), and 

employees (EM1-EM9). 

Research Methods 

I chose to use in-depth interviews to gather data as they are “excellent for not just 

providing information but for generating understanding” (Guest et al., 2013, p. 113) and “are 

well suited to asking questions about polarizing, sensitive, confidential, or highly personal 

topics” (p. 117). The interviews were in a semi-structured format, as I was looking for specific 

data related to certain aspects of experience but needed to tailor my approach to each individual 

participant. I used inductive probing to ask questions based on responses I received while 

ensuring they were still linked to my research objective (Guest et al., 2013). I created the 

interview guide to reflect this “less tightly formatted” (Roulston & Choi, 2018, p. 233) interview 

approach, using open-ended questions as they are designed to elicit “thoughts, reflections, 

motives, experiences, memories, understandings, interpretations and perceptions of the topic 

under consideration” (Morris, 2015, p. 5). I felt comfortable using this type of interview as I have 

my Certified Executive Coach (CEC) designation from Royal Roads University and a decade of 

experience in asking insightful, respectful yet probing questions. As with most research methods 

there are potential limitations to using interviews to gather data. They can be time-consuming for 

the researcher in both conducting and transcribing the conversations and the latter point is 

addressed below where I describe the use of technology. Also, Morris (2015) pointed to the 

potential for an interviewee to “construct a world the veracity of which is usually difficult to 

check” (p. 7) and “the degree to which the interviewee’s account reflects the social reality under 

consideration has to be constantly reflected on” (p. 7). However, I would argue this is not a 

limitation for my study but is exactly what makes this method suitable for my study as it is the 
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social reality of my participants that is central to my research. I also considered how other 

methods might supplement the narrative accounts of my interviews by looking to other sources 

of data within the organizational setting. 

One aspect of the interviews was to inquire about the use and efficacy of leadership 

competency models (discussed in the review of literature in Chapter 2). It was my intention, as 

part of the design of this study, to examine the content of those competency model documents 

using documentary analysis (DA), known also as document analysis, to determine if the data 

added any additional insights to themes emerging from the interview data. It can be argued any 

research that conducts a literature review involves documentary analysis (Tight, 2019). However, 

the purpose of using DA on leader competency documents was to look for additional depth as 

DA has been defined as “the careful examination of documents and their content in order to draw 

conclusions about the social circumstances in which the documents are produced and read” 

(Bloor & Wood, 2006, p. 57). As such, what competencies were included and what competency 

areas were not addressed, the language used, or the positioning of certain behaviours may help to 

illustrate how leadership, and appropriate leader behaviour, is characterized in organizations. 

Tight (2019) made the distinction “no document should be treated as an objective tabula rasa or 

‘tablet of stone’; rather, they have all been created by highly subjective and interested individuals 

such as you and me” (p. 18), and thus, the analysis could be seen as providing another layer to 

the examination of DL. The resulting data from the documentary analysis could also have been 

included in the thematic analysis (TA) where mixed data of various forms can be used (Fugard & 

Potts, 2019). Unfortunately, no competency models were furnished by any of the study 

participants, resulting in this planned element being omitted from the project. I provide further 

commentary on this aspect of the study in the review of findings in Chapter 4 and in the 
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discussion of competency models in Chapter 5. 

Instrumentation 

I created an interview guide as the basis for the semi-structured interviews thus ensuring 

the main topic areas were covered and there was some consistency across the interviews while 

still allowing flexibility to probe further or add new questions appropriate to the content and 

context of the conversation (see Appendix H). The main information I was seeking from the 

participant groups included: what meaning the terms WB, PH, and OP have for them; what 

experience they have had with such behaviours; how such behaviour is/was characterized within 

their organization; how much, if at all, DL is seen as an issue; the prevalence of DL; and the 

nature and efficacy of any existing policy. All participants were asked about the approaches to 

the development and assessment of leaders in their organizations and as previously referenced, 

were invited to share, at their discretion, any leadership competency models used. Additionally, 

participants were asked how the identification and management of DL can be improved within 

their organization and what difference that would make. 

The interview guide was pilot tested to ensure the questions were easily understood and 

the responses generated the type of data being sought. For example, it was important for 

questions related to each of the terms (WB, PH, and OP) to be answered based on what they 

meant to each of the participants, using their own specific language and not just generalizations 

about the subject. Some of my initial contacts, who I approached to facilitate the snowball 

sampling, were asked to act as pilot subjects. This process resulted in some very minor 

modifications to the wording of certain questions. None of the data gathered during the piloting 

of the interview guides is included in the study and the pilot participants were notified their data 

was destroyed. 
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Questions tailored to each of the specific participant groups allowed me to explore 

additional elements, where appropriate or applicable in the interview. The leader group was 

asked questions such as: how they would describe their own participation in any of the 

behaviours and the circumstances involved; how they learned what counts as appropriate 

behaviour in their organization; and how they describe their role as a leader with respect to how 

the behaviours are managed in their organization. The employee participants were asked to 

describe: the negative behaviours they have experienced from a leader; why they felt the 

behaviour was inappropriate; how they characterized the behaviour, at the time, and in 

retrospect; what assistance they sought and from whom; what the result was; and what 

challenges they see with how negative leader behaviour is handled within their organization. The 

HRP participants were asked to provide information such as: the existence and nature of policy; 

their own experience with DL as a target and/or in managing incidents; how effectively they 

think their organization manages the issue; and what challenges they face. At the close of each 

interview participants were given the opportunity to provide any additional information or 

commentary they felt important to the subject under investigation.  

Data Collection 

This research was conducted during the COVID-19 pandemic where physical distancing 

requirements were very much part of our reality, therefore, a virtual approach was well suited. I 

chose to use Zoom video conferencing for several reasons; it allowed my study participants to be 

in any location; it provided an easy way to record the conversations; and it facilitated the 

production of an initial version of the interview transcript. The use of snowball sampling meant 

my participants’ specific locations were not known to me at the time I initially connected with 

them. As mentioned previously, they were asked to provide their time zone to ensure the 
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meetings could be set up appropriately, but this was the only location type information provided, 

other than their country. The participants agreed to the recording of the interview when they 

provided their informed consent, but the process used to capture the recording was reviewed with 

them at the beginning of the Zoom call. I explained I would be using Zoom to record the 

conversation but was only going to use the voice portion of the recording in my research. 

Therefore, before the recording was started, we both turned off our cameras to ensure there was 

no possibility they could be identified from the video portion of the recording. It is worth noting, 

due to the sensitive nature of the subject under discussion, that telephone interviews can provide 

an added feeling of safety and a non-judgmental setting (Ward et al., 2015) and this voice-only 

approach seemed to put interviewees at ease. Also, as Zoom displays the name of the Zoom 

account holder on the screen, I changed their name to reflect the number of the interview (i.e., 

Interview #1), thereby identifying the participant by only this information in the video recording. 

All my study participants provided a second, verbal, agreement to the recording of the 

conversation and were reminded they were free to stop at any time. Zoom Pro features the ability 

to have the audio file of a recorded meeting automatically sent directly to an AI transcription 

program. I chose Otter for this purpose as it produces a written transcript of the meeting and 

allows for playback and editing directly in the program, thus facilitating a relatively easy method 

to verify the written content against the audio recording. These factors made the choice of using 

this technology preferable over telephone interviews where recording and transcribing may have 

been more difficult and time consuming, and all my study participants were familiar and 

comfortable with using Zoom. 

At the beginning of each interview, we discussed the three perspectives I was gathering, 

and the participant identified which perspective they thought they fit best: employee, HRP, or 
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leader. This allowed me to tailor the questions I used but also facilitated the identification of 

those who felt they could comment from more than one perspective i.e., employee and leader. 

During each interview I made a few handwritten notes on a hard copy of the interview guide 

which helped to cue me to certain questions or areas I wanted to probe further as we progressed. 

At the conclusion of the interview, I stopped the recording and reiterated to the participant I 

would be providing them with a written transcript within a few days and asked that they read it 

and respond to me, via email, to indicate they agreed with the information captured and its use as 

part of the study. 

After each Zoom call, I recorded my thoughts on the final page of my hard copy 

interview guide. These detailed post-interview researcher observations provide further depth to 

the interview data (Warren & Karner, 2010, p. 168). The notes I made included information such 

as: reflections on the interviewee; the manner in which the questions were answered such as how 

quickly and directly the participant responded to questions, the tone used and if they appeared 

uncomfortable; the overall quality of the interview; how comprehensive the answers were as 

opposed to vague or brief; and how I managed the interview such as ensuring the participant felt 

comfortable, the use of probing and overall rapport with the participant as well as some thoughts 

about the high-level themes emerging in their answers to the questions.  

Study Rigour 

Among the quality considerations for qualitative researchers are the transparency of the 

research process and the coherence and rigour related to clear explanations of the methodology 

and methods (Frost & Kinmond, 2012). Qualitative research, such as my study, must describe the 

quality standards used to guide it to ensure it can be considered trustworthy; therefore, the rigour 

with which I conducted the study must be evident. The elements of trustworthiness are 
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credibility, transferability, dependability, and confirmability (Bryman & Bell, 2016).  

Credibility concerns the interpretations presented in the study and how they align with 

those of the study participants. It is evident in two activities that formed part of my process. First, 

I used member validation (Bryman & Bell, 2016), asking each participant to read over the 

written transcript of their interview to confirm it was an accurate reflection of our conversation. 

Second, I asked several study participants from each group to read the initial draft of the 

findings, asking them to comment on how accurate they felt the findings to be from their 

perspective, and on any surprises revealed. This allowed me to see where my results were 

accurate but also where I might have missed highlighting something important to the 

understanding of the data. 

The transferability of qualitative research differs from the generalizability of quantitative 

studies in applying findings in new settings or with new samples. External validity relates to 

qualitative research (Bryman & Bell, 2016; Guest et al., 2012) where it is defined as “the degree 

to which study findings are relevant to other populations and contexts (i.e., generalizability)” 

(Guest et al., 2012, p. 81). Here, the transferability of this research is established in my thorough 

outline of the process I followed in planning and conducting the study as well as the in-depth 

documentation of the data and findings, known as thick description (Geertz, 1973). The rich, 

detailed account gives the reader insight into how such a process could apply to different 

contexts (Given, 2008). 

Dependability, often equated to the concept of reliability in quantitative research 

(Bryman & Bell, 2016; Cohen et al., 2018) is established in this study by the meticulous 

approach to conducting the research where the process can be seen to be logical, traceable, and 

clearly documented (Nowell et al., 2017). As described in the preceding chapters, the 
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background research and narrowing of the research parameters was exacting. This chapter 

further outlines how the study was framed and provides details of the data gathering and 

analysis. The testing of the interview guide with people who could represent the point of view of 

each of the targeted populations is also evidence of the rigour of the research process. External 

review was used as a means of increasing the validity of the data analysis. A fellow student in 

the same Doctoral program reviewed with me the detailed coding used for the definitions of WB, 

PH, and OP across the three groups. I used Zoom to video conference with the student and 

shared my screen to facilitate the walkthrough thus ensuring my data did not leave my hands. 

Additionally, a research journal was kept throughout the course of designing and conducting the 

study, allowing for the capture of detailed notes that might provide useful background to anyone 

wishing to audit the process. Guest et al. (2012) stated “transparency of process is critical to 

making a convincing case for the validity of one’s findings and interpretations (Miles & 

Huberman, 1994, p. 278)” (p. 85). 

Confirmability parallels objectivity in quantitative research and requires the researcher to 

show clearly how interpretations and findings are derived from the data (Nowell et al., 2017, p. 

3). The findings presented in Chapter 4, are supported throughout with ample quotations from 

the research participants and the data is provided in the appendices. Guest et al. (2012) stressed 

the importance of doing so as they “lay bare the emergent themes for all to see. They are the 

foundation upon which good qualitative data analysis is based” (p. 95). Another element of 

confirmability for this study relates to my actions as a researcher. I have been clear throughout 

this discussion about where bias may be present, including my own bias in my paradigmatic 

thinking and resulting from my own experience with the subject matter. On the issue of 

researcher bias Guest et al. acknowledge its existence but clarify they “do not believe that it is as 
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big of a problem as others do. Employing some or all of the procedures…external review, coding 

checks, triangulation, supporting assertions with quotes, and seeking out negative cases…will 

provide ample checks and balances” (p. 98). One further point important to the rigour of this 

study relates to my integrity as a researcher. I have made every effort possible in conducting this 

study and writing this dissertation to keep the research participants as my central focus. I feel 

strongly that I owe this to those who have entrusted me with their thoughts and feelings, the 

detailed accounts of their difficult experiences and their suggestions for how such experiences 

can be better handled in our workplaces. 

Data Analysis 

In this research project I explored DL from multiple perspectives. The data gathered 

consists of responses to questions around the topic of such behaviour in the form of written 

transcripts. With a total of 19 interviews completed, ranging in length from 45 to 75 minutes, this 

represents a significant amount of information and an appropriate method of approaching the 

analysis was carefully selected. Mills et al. (2010) described TA as an approach for sensemaking 

and “a tactic for reducing and managing large volumes of data without losing the context, for 

getting close to or immersing oneself in the data, for organizing and summarizing, and for 

focusing the interpretation” (p. 926). An exploration of how TA is an appropriate approach for 

this study is provided.  

Data management is also of concern with large volumes of data and the use of computer-

assisted qualitative data analysis software (CAQDAS) was employed. Such programs can save 

time, analyze large amounts of data, and assist with annotating and coding, becoming what 

Saldaña (2021) described as “a vital and indispensable tool” (p. 44). I considered it necessary, 

even critical, to my analysis that I found a way to be able to delve deeply into the data while 
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retaining the ability to see the big picture and compare and contrast across my three participant 

viewpoints. The use of CAQDAS can also strengthen the reliability and credibility of the 

research by capturing the process of analysis and facilitating the demonstration of the detailed 

steps followed to identify themes (Bryman & Bell, 2016; Creswell & Creswell, 2018). The 

software used for this project is MAXQDATM. The program is a powerful tool with many 

advanced features for assisting with the coding and analysis of data. Saldaña recommended peer 

and instructor mentorship in learning to use a CASDAQ tool. In the early days of using the tool I 

was fortunate enough to attend a free MAXQDATM virtual conference where I took part in 

multiple online workshops on the use of the tool. Also, the MAXQDATM website has extensive 

video tutorials and an online version of their user manual. 

I followed the recommendations of Braun and Clarke (2006) and Guest et al. (2012) on 

conducting applied TA to guide the examination of my data. In addition, I used the guidance on 

using MAXQDATM software to conduct systematic focused analysis of qualitative data from 

Rädiker and Kuckartz (2020) as this was based, in part, on the work of Guest et al. and 

contributed to a cohesive approach to the analysis. The work of other experts (Fugard & Potts, 

2019; King & Brooks, 2018; Mills et al., 2010; Saldaña, 2021) in analyzing qualitative data was 

also considered and is called out where applicable.  

Thematic Analysis (TA)  

TA provides a way for qualitative researchers to analyze data in an exploratory way, 

using codes to identify sections or specific language in texts that can then be grouped into themes 

(Schwandt, 2007). Braun and Clarke (2006) described themes as “patterns within data” (p. 79) 

and later expanded on their thinking to clarify “patterns of shared meaning underpinned…by a 

core concept (Braun & Clarke, 2019, p. 5). In their original writings Braun and Clarke (2006) 
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outlined the ways in which TA can be used as a method to report meanings and experiences, 

examine society and the ways in which meanings and experiences operate in society, 

summarizing it “works both to reflect reality and to unpick or unravel the surface of ‘reality’” (p. 

31). The authors stress an important element of the successful use of TA is the ability to make 

clear the nature of the data and what they represent within the theoretical framework. Nowell et 

al. (2017) noted "Braun and Clarke (2006) and King (2004) argued that thematic analysis is a 

useful method for examining the perspectives of different research participants, highlighting 

similarities and differences, and generating unanticipated insights" (p. 2). 

TA allows for multiple analytic approaches including exploratory, explanatory, 

confirmatory and comparative and there are many styles such as Template Analysis (King & 

Brooks, 2018); Matrix Analysis (Nadin & Cassell, 2004) and Framework Analysis (Ritchie & 

Spencer, 1994). In keeping with the exploratory nature of this study, I used the “classic content-

driven, inductive approach” (Guest et al., 2012, p. 36) most closely associated with Braun and 

Clarke (2006) and Guest et al. (2012). Inductive analysis generates themes from within the data 

itself rather than seeking answers framed by a specific theory or hypothesis, thereby allowing for 

the investigation of any theme that supports the overall goal of the study. 

Phases of the Analysis.  

The method used for the analysis of interview data followed recommendations for TA 

(Braun & Clarke, 2006; Guest et al., 2012) as well as the focused analysis of qualitative 

interviews using MAXQDATM outlined by Rädiker and Kuckartz (2020). 

The six phases of TA presented by Braun and Clarke (2006) are summarized in Table 2. 
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Table 2 Phases of Thematic Analysis 

Phases of Thematic Analysis 

Phase  Description of the process 
1 Familiarize yourself 

with your data 
• Transcribe the data 
• Read and re-read the data 
• Note initial ideas 

2 Generate initial codes • Code interesting features in a systematic way 
• Collate data relevant to each code 

3 Searching for themes • Collate codes into potential themes 
• Gather all data relevant to each potential theme 

4 Reviewing themes • Check if the themes work in relation to coded extracts 
(Level 1) and entire data set (Level 2) 

• Generate a thematic ‘map’ of the analysis 
5 Defining and naming 

themes 
• Analyze further to refine specifics of each theme and 

the overall story 
• Generate clear definitions and names for each theme 

6 Producing the report • Final analysis 
• Select vivid, compelling extract samples 
• Relate analysis back to the research questions and 

literature 

Note: Adapted from “Using Thematic Analysis in Psychology” by V. Braun and V. Clarke, 

2006, Qualitative Research in Psychology, 3(2), 77 – 101. 

(https://doi.org/10.1191/1478088706qp063oa). Copyright 2006 by Edward Arnold Ltd. 

www.tandfonline.com 

Familiarity With the Data. The first phase of analysis took place while I reviewed 

transcripts of the interviews in the AI software Otter. Following this process required me to listen 

carefully to the audio of each interview while ensuring it was accurately captured in the written 

document and complete editing where required. This took anywhere from two to four hours per 

interview, depending on the length of the interview and thereby facilitated an effective way to 

consider the data captured, taking an in-depth look at what we discussed. I also reviewed my 

written interview summary to reflect further on the process and my own thoughts at the time. 

Once the participant had confirmed the accuracy of the transcript, I imported it in to 
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MAXQDATM and re-read it, capturing any thoughts using the memo feature in the software. As I 

imported the documents, I structured the naming convention such that I had leader transcripts 

identified as L1-5, HRP transcripts as HRP1-5, and employee transcripts as EM1-9. I also added 

demographic information for each participant into the software to ensure a detailed description of 

the study population. I review this in Chapter 4.  

Generate Initial Codes. One important note about the development of codes and the 

analysis of data overall relates to the use of CAQDAS. The software “efficiently stores, 

organizes, manages, and reconfigures…data to enable human analytic reflection” (Saldaña, 2021, 

p. 46). It does not, therefore, perform the analysis on behalf of the researcher and, as such, I gave 

careful consideration to the generation of codes and how they would be used. In the initial phase 

of the analysis, I began by developing structural codes (Guest et al., 2012, p. 55) based on the 

topic areas in the interview guide (see Figure 2). 

Figure 2 Initial Structural Code System 

Initial Structural Code System 

 

I then went through each interview and tagged the responses to questions related to each 
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of the topic areas explored in the interview guide. As the aim of RQ#1 was to understand how 

the three terms, WB, PH, and OP, were characterized, I then created ‘characterization’ sub-codes 

for each to allow for the identification of those specific data (see Figure 3) and applied those 

codes to each of the interviews. 

Figure 3 Structural Code System - Characterization Codes 

Structural Code System – Characterization Codes 

 

The characterization of OP required three codes to be created, based on the meaning OP had for 

different participants, referring to it in general terms, in a positive way or as negative behaviour. 

Guest et al. (2012) defined this refining of the coding as framing the analysis and 

explained “if you have used structural coding to tag specific question/response couplings in your 

data, you can easily create a smaller data set for analysis that includes only the domains of 

interest” (p. 130). The smaller ‘characterization’ data sets could then be viewed by participant 

group, reducing the volume of data to the point where it could be examined more closely. The 

‘Quote Matrix’ function of the software was used to produce tables showing the coded content 

for ‘characterization’ across all three groups so the data could be reviewed for similarities, 
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differences and any details that appeared unique or particularly interesting. The analysis of the 

three terms in the study required both an in depth look within each term, comparing and 

contrasting between each participant group, as well as across the different terms, by participant 

group. This is illustrated in Figure 4.  

Figure 4 Analysis of Terms by Participant Group 

Analysis of Terms by Participant Group 

 

The review of the data revealed many instances where participants referenced specific 

behaviours and further codes were developed to capture those within each term. 

Searching for Themes. Guest et al. (2012) explained “thematic analyses move beyond 

counting explicit words or phrases and focus on identifying and describing both implicit and 

explicit ideas within the data, that is, themes” (p. 10). During the process of coding, I developed 

deeper familiarity with the data allowing me to start to see where patterns were emerging 

between the codes. Guest et al. noted “codes represent a greater level of abstraction than themes, 

and a single theme can engender multiple codes” (p. 52) As the analysis progressed, I captured 
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these observations and thoughts on possible themes in analytic memos directly in MAXQDATM. 

Saldaña (2021) outlined the use of such memos in moving from codes to themes and encouraged 

researchers to consider a code “as a symbolic prompt or trigger for written reflection on the 

deeper and complex meanings it evokes” (p. 58). The analytic memos were attached to coded 

segments and were a means to capture a thought about how codes related, or where I might want 

to review other segments of data for linkages or disconfirming evidence. As an example, the 

code ‘Lack of leader ability’ was used in the coding of ‘WB Characterized’ and again in the ‘PH 

Characterized’ sections so I made a note to compare the data segments in each to determine if the 

examples were similar in nature or differed somehow. 

Another level of analysis in this phase was a review of the use of codes across the data 

using the ‘Smart Coding Tool’ in MAXQDATM where all coded segments can be viewed in one 

window along with all codes and sub-codes and any comments. For example, the code ‘WB 

Characterized’ could be activated to display all 77 coded segments and then the code ‘Power’ 

activated to display all data coded ‘WB Characterized/Behaviours/Power’ (see Figure 5). 
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Figure 5 Smart Coding Tool 

Smart Coding Tool 

 

It was in this phase of the analysis the coding and emerging themes were reviewed with a 

fellow doctoral student, outlined in the discussion of the use of Zoom, for triangulation to ensure 

there was another perspective on the data that could validate or challenge the thinking so far. The 

use of the ‘Smart Coding Tool’ was ideal for this review as it provided a quick and easy way to 

see the data and move between coded segments, capturing additional comments along the way. 

Reviewing Themes. In this fourth phase of the analysis the emerging themes were 

reviewed as they related to both the coded segments and the entire data set. I used the ‘Smart 

Coding Tool’ to generate tables of data. This was done for the terms WB, PH, and OP and their 

associated codes. These tables were exported to facilitate working with the content in word 

processing software MS WordTM. A refined table format was developed (see Appendices J 
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through X), where coded segments were grouped into thematic areas. 

Defining and Naming Themes. During this phase the data were reviewed again in detail 

by the emerging themes, looking at the specifics of each theme, the data supporting the theme 

and how they contributed to the overall picture. Working with the theme tables, I then continued 

to refine theme names and coded data. A deeper familiarity with the data developed during this 

time as I went back and forth between the data in the ‘Smart Coding’ tables and the formatted 

Word documents adding in references to which participant the data belonged to. This was 

perhaps a more time-consuming way to approach this phase of the analysis, but it proved 

invaluable in the level of familiarity with the data I was able to achieve. Tables showing the 

themes captured for each RQ were also produced (see Appendices O, and W, and Table 13). 

Producing the Report. The final phase of the TA was to write up the analysis of the data, 

using the theme tables to structure the answers to the research questions. This process resulted in 

some cases with further refining of data and themes. The results of the analysis are presented in 

detail in Chapter 4 and the ensuing discussion in Chapter 5. 

Ethical Considerations 

Research involving humans must adhere to ethical principles to ensure they are treated 

with respect and dignity and my study followed the three core principles of “respect for persons, 

concern for welfare, and justice” (Canadian Institutes of Health Research et al., 2018, Core 

Principles section). Due to the sensitive nature of the subject, confidentiality related to my study 

participants is of primary importance, and I took care to ensure this was understood by those 

choosing to take part. Participants were provided with details of how I was going to accomplish 

this in the initial overview of the project (see Appendix B), provided to them by my initial 

contact, as well as in the detailed informed consent (see Appendix F) they agreed to prior to the 
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interviews taking place. These documents are quite detailed, and out of an abundance of caution, 

I asked each study participant when we met for their interview if they had any questions after 

reading through them. 

The specifics covered in the informed consent included notification that my study had 

received approval from the Royal Roads University Ethics Board and how to contact them with 

any questions related to ethics and ethics approval. Also, they had the right to withdraw from the 

study at any time and were reminded they could stop the interview at any time after it began. I 

provided them with details of where the data would be stored, in electronic form in password 

protected files on Apple’s iCloud and on paper in a locked cabinet in my home office. Data 

destruction three years post-Doctoral program completion was assured as well as the details of 

how their identity would be concealed by identifying them only with alpha numeric codes. Of 

note, exceptions to confidential participation may be sought where either leaders or HRPs 

indicate a willingness to partner with the researcher in future activities related to the findings. 

This may include partnering with me on initiatives within their organizations, forum discussions 

or conference presentations as examples. However, their specific contribution to the research 

data will not be identified. 

As evidenced by the literature related to the impacts of DL on targets, outlined in Chapter 

2, and the difficulties faced by HRPs in dealing with incidents, outlined in Chapter 1, I was 

aware revisiting incidents may have been difficult for my interview participants. I anticipated the 

types of resources that might prove useful and had information ready to provide on organizations 

such as Warble Inc. (https://www.facebook.com/warbleinc/), Canada Safety 

Council/AnonymousEmployee.com 

(http://www.anonymousemployee.com/csssite/sidelinks/get_help.php) and The Canadian 
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Institute for Workplace Bullying Resources (https://instituteofworkplacebullyingresources.ca).  

None of my participants required any of these resources but one participant stands out in 

this regard and is worth mentioning in the context of the ethics of research. When I sent the 

interview transcript back to this participant for verification, they mentioned they had reflected on 

their experiences further after participating in the interview. This prompted them to discuss the 

experience with others in the same profession and they decided to take action against the 

perpetrator by reporting the behaviour to the governing body for the profession. The participant 

expressed gratitude to me for conducting the research and for providing them with the impetus to 

move beyond a bad experience. Guest et al. (2012) pointed out that in applied TA there is an 

assumption there will be a researcher effect on the data and the consequences of that effect must 

be made clear (p. 50). In the conducting of this study there was a positive consequence to at least 

one participant, outlined further in Chapter 5 and, I hope, for others. As I stated earlier, I feel a 

great responsibility to my participants to ensure I represent them fairly in this study and honour 

their generosity in sharing their experiences. There is no greater ethical issue for me in writing 

this dissertation. 

Chapter Summary 

In this chapter I reviewed the framing of the study and outlined the research approach to 

gather original, qualitative data. I described how I identified leader, HRP, and employee 

participants and the design of the interview guide used to secure data on their perspectives on 

DL. I then detailed the steps to analyze the data, including the phases of TA to produce the 

findings now presented in Chapter 4. 
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Chapter 4: Findings 

Introduction 

In this chapter I present the findings from my analysis of the data. For each of the 

research questions there were three perspectives explored: leader, HRP, and employee using TA 

to identify themes. Thus, this discussion of the findings explores the themes in multiple ways, 

considering the particular research question, each perspective explored within that research 

question, and the themes that arose from each of the perspectives. This discussion of the findings 

examines the themes in three ways; first, themes specific to each group perspective are explored 

within the context of the corresponding research question, second themes shared across groups 

are presented, and finally, themes emerging from single participant comments that link to themes 

in other groups or that appear important to the overall understanding of DL have been included. 

In keeping with the theoretical framework of SI, I have used extensive participant quotes to 

describe each theme, using their language to represent what meaning DL had for them rather 

than summarizing or paraphrasing. There are places where comments made by only one 

participant have been included in these findings as they appeared important to the overall 

understanding of DL provided by the participants. These isolated comments are noted in the 

theme summary table for Leader Competence (Table 11), and COVID-19 (Table 12). Participant 

data is provided in appendices and referenced throughout. 

I begin with a brief overview of my study participants. I then review findings for each 

research question in turn, sectioned according to content gathered to answer the question with 

supporting data in the form of quotes from the participants representative of the theme. The 

quotes are attributed to the anonymized participant (i.e., L1, HRP3, EM8). A concluding 

summary for each section offers a brief commentary on the findings with more fulsome 
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discussion following in Chapter 5. Of note, where I refer to a specific theme in the text of my 

dissertation, I use italics to indicate reference to the theme, for instance, the toxic nature of OP is 

explored in a later theme. 

Study Participants 

As noted in Chapter 3, there were 19 participants in my study each of whom was grouped 

according to the perspective they felt they could best provide, referenced as leaders (L1–L5), 

HRPs (HRP1–HRP5), and employees (EM1–EM9). Each participant provided some high-level 

demographic information, outlined in Appendix I, and highlights are provided here. Of the study 

population, 21% were male and 79% were female. The majority of participants lived and worked 

in North America with 74% in Canada and 21% in the U.S. Sixty-eight percent of the 

participants had over 20 years of work experience.  

The research questions answered by these participants required them to provide their 

thoughts and opinions and to share their experiences with DL, many of which were traumatic. 

The following findings use their language as much as possible to allow their voice to provide 

answers to the questions. The theoretical framework of SI acts as a guide to this approach as my 

purpose with the study is to gain an understanding of DL from those who experience it in the 

course of their social interactions at work, and what meaning they make of those experiences. 

I now present the findings of Research Question #1, where participants were asked to 

describe what the terms WB, PH, and OP meant to them. 

Research Question #1 (RQ#1) 

The question explored first relates to how leaders, HRPs, and employees define and 

characterize the behaviours associated with workplace bullying, psychological harassment, and 

office politics. Figure 6, visually represents that each of the terms, WB, PH, and OP, were 
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explored with participants in terms of their meaning, the characterization of the term and the 

associated behaviours. 

Figure 6 Illustration of the Scope of Research Question #1 (RQ#1) 

Illustration of the Scope of Research Question #1 (RQ#1) 

 

 

Within the findings for each participant group, themes that were found in multiple 

participant groups are listed first and the related group(s) noted in brackets. Themes occurring 

only within one participant group are identified as unique to that group and listed second. Some 

participant responses were extensive, thus multiple examples of their commentary may be 

provided where they are illustrative of a particular theme. To assist in providing clarity a 

summary table, showing number of participant responses for each theme, is provided at the 

beginning of each section (see Tables 3-7) and a summary table showing all themes relating to 

RQ#1 is included in Appendix O. 
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Workplace Bullying (WB) 

Twelve themes were identified during the analysis of data related to what WB meant to 

participants in each group. Those themes are summarized in Table 3 and the data can be found in 

Appendix J. The themes are explored by participant group and a discussion of similarities, 

differences and any items of note closes out the section. 

Table 3 Themes Characterizing Workplace Bullying (WB) 

Themes Characterizing Workplace Bullying (WB) 

Leaders (n=5) HRPs (n=5) Employees (n=9) 
Power (3) Power (2) Power (6) 
It’s Personal (2) It’s Personal (2)  
Personal Insecurity/ 
Lack of Ability (2) 

Personal Insecurity/ 
Lack of Ability (1) 

 

Manipulation (2)  Manipulation (2) 
Intimidation (3)  Intimidation (2) 
 Aggressive/Passive Aggressive 

(3) 
Aggressive/Passive Aggressive 
(4) 

 Unsafe Working Environment 
(1) 

Unsafe Working Environment 
(4) 

Difficult to Define (2)   
 Duality (2)  
  Demeaning/Shaming (4) 
  Personal Impacts (2) 
  Systemic (1) 

 

Leader Themes Characterizing WB 

When discussing the meaning of WB, the leader group responded from the perspective of 

observing the behaviour targeted towards others more junior in the hierarchy and from their own 

personal experiences as a target. For all leader participants, WB was characterized as quite 

common behaviour by leaders. 

Power (+HRP, EM). The theme of Power appeared throughout the discussions with 

leaders with L1 stating “a different power dynamic, a senior person to a junior person.” 
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Comments centered around both physical manifestations of power such as raised voices and 

“getting hot under the collar” (L2) to comments linked to an additional theme of intimidation. L4 

disagreed with their leader on a matter during their initial six-month probation and was told, “I 

shall extend your probation and maybe when you agree with me, we can talk again.” 

It’s Personal (+HRP). L4 expressed, “I think bullying is far more personal.” L3 gave the 

example of being identified as a target when a member of staff said: 

’I have to tell you something, in confidence…we've been directed from the Chief 

Administration Officer, all the staff have to do anything we can to frustrate you, prove 

you wrong.’ The comment I believe she made was, ‘they're trying to tie one hand behind 

your back and then punch you in the gut. I'm worried they're gonna cause you a heart 

attack through this process.’ 

Personal Insecurity/Lack of Ability (+HRP). Two leaders related WB to the insecurity 

and lack of ability of the perpetrator. L4 mentioned, “anytime I’ve been bullied in the workplace, 

even if it’s a tiny amount, it’s usually from somebody that feels that I might be better at certain 

things than they are” and L1 stated, “it’s about the person who is doing it feeling threatened or 

like they are not good enough, usually.” 

Manipulation (+EM). In describing what WB meant to them L2 noted having “described 

it as manipulative.” L4 recalled, “it was all sorts of maneuvering.” 

Intimidation (+EM). Comments related to intimidation were made by three of the leader 

participants. L5 spoke of “putting people down and not being supportive.” L2 gave a particularly 

graphic example of the behaviour of the CEO that they reported to. Following a meeting where 

L2 had spoken up, the CEO came to their office and closed the door. 

He comes over to my desk, and he starts to say, ‘ohhh’ and shaking his hands and 
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‘Oh…we can't be bringing the board into this stuff’ and…I am now in submissive mode, 

'cos the lion has entered the den…entered into…my home and there's no way out. So, I've 

now gone into submissive mode. And so, I'm like, ‘okay, yup, yup…I hear you’ And so, 

then he leaned over my desk, put his hands on either side of my face and held my face 

and looked into me and said ‘…don't look at me with those deadpan eyes and use the 

word governance young lady’. 

WB Themes Unique to the Leader Group 

Difficult to Define. Two of the leader participants brought up the difficulty in defining 

WB. L5 stated, “we are struggling with the definition of workplace bullying, because what is 

bullying to you is not necessarily bullying to me.” After defining WB, L2 later described 

difficulty in naming the behaviour and explained: 

it doesn't, in my mind, feel sophisticated. And, you know, when I've experienced 

bullying, it's been from very sophisticated individuals…and, so I don't know that I 

necessarily would call it bullying, but strictly speaking, it would be based on how I 

defined it. 

In the next section, themes on WB from the HRP group are presented. 

HRP Themes Characterizing WB 

The perspectives of the HRP participants came from personal experiences as a target, 

experiences in their role as an HRP and observations of leader behaviour. The HRP group 

provided a unique viewpoint of the duality in the way that WB is perceived. 

Power (+L, EM). On the theme of power, HRP2 spoke of leader actions that were 

“demeaning to people” and how “bullying sounds like a bit of a, you know, a power struggle.” 

This was supported by HRP3 who commented it could be “changing the mandate constantly, but 
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only sometimes telling the person.”  

It’s Personal (+L). Similar to the leader group, there were comments touching on the 

personal nature of WB, with HRP1 expressing “strictly sort of personal” and “attacking on a 

personal level about a professional misunderstanding.” 

Personal Insecurity/Lack of Ability (+L). HRP2 stated that WB “is a true reflection of a 

leader who lacks insight and confidence to truly be a leader.” They cited an example of a leader 

“blaming and shaming and sort of gaslighting those that threatened her.” 

Aggressive/Passive Aggressive (+EM). WB behaviour was described as aggressive with 

HRP2 citing an example of a leader who “could yell and throw things and lose his cool.” HRP1 

also noted, “constantly berated and yelled at.” HRP1 mentioned it could also be “passive 

aggressive” and HRP3 said, “it can be very insidious.” 

Unsafe Working Environment (+EM). HRP4 defined what WB meant to them as 

“behavior that is unwelcome and unhelpful to the situation that contributes to creating a negative 

or some people even call it a hostile work environment.” 

WB Themes Unique to the HRP Group 

Duality. When asked to talk about what the term WB meant, HRP1 described it as “both 

a curse and a reality.” The participant went on to explain they saw it as “one of the most misused 

terms in the workplace these days, in the sense that many employees feel any form of correction 

or feedback is a form of bullying if they don't like the information.” HRP2 also noted, 

“harassment and bullying is very much the eyes of the beholder.” 

In the next section, themes on WB from the employee group are presented. 

Employee Themes Characterizing WB 

Power (+L, HRP). Six employee participants spoke of the power dynamic at play with 
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WB. Examples include EM2 who stated, “somebody who pulls rank, you know, says ‘No, we're 

going to do it my way, because I'm the boss’” and EM7 said, “just a lot of ‘my way or the 

highway’.” EM4 gave an example of leader power where they were required “to take phone calls 

at 2 am, needing to make sure that anything that we had planned on the weekend was something 

that could be canceled because something with work could come up.” The extent of the exertion 

of power over this participant included asking them to take their laptop with them on their 

honeymoon so they could continue to hold meetings with clients. 

Manipulation (+L). Manipulation was a theme common to leaders and employees. EM6 

spoke of “indirect” and “manipulative” communications. EM1 stated, “for me, I think what 

comes to mind right away would be manipulation.”  

Intimidation (+L). Two of the employee participants referred to intimidation in their 

explanations. EM9 explained, “a sense of intimidation, or threats, or coercion or control.” EM7 

experienced this and explained it as “overly questioning the work you're doing.”  

Aggressive/Passive Aggressive (+HRP). WB behaviour was described as aggressive by 

EM7 who said, “I guess giving really some, like, what some people might interpret threats to 

you.” EM5 said it can be both aggressive as well as passive aggressive in describing it as 

“aggressive, demeaning behavior” and “it can also be a… subtle aggression and a passive 

aggressiveness.” 

Unsafe Working Environment (+HRP). Four participants in the employee group 

referenced lack of safety. Examples include EM3 who mentioned leaders “acting as if everything 

is safe, and then flipping the table and, and making it very unsafe” and EM6 who explained, “for 

example, we have an open-door policy, please come in and give your feedback. But when 

feedback is given, there may or may not be punitive actions, retaliations or negative outcomes 
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that are in direct response.”  

WB Themes Unique to the Employee Group 

Demeaning/Shaming. The employee participants were the only ones who relayed that 

WB behaviour was demeaning and intended to cause shame. EM5 stated, “it’s perceived as 

demeaning” and EM8 who talked of “non, sort of work-related interpersonal shaming, 

commentary.”  

Personal Impacts. Also unique to the employee group were comments regarding how the 

behaviour affected them. When asked what WB meant to them, EM4 began by saying, “that 

honestly brings up a lot” and went on to explain how “anxiety just kind of piles up… you want 

out… the idea of kind of feeling stuck.” EM3 also mentioned the behaviour “causing emotional 

stress.” 

Systemic. The term systemic is used here as “fundamental to a predominant social, 

economic, or political practice” (www.merriam-webster.com) where WB behaviour is pervasive 

and tolerated within the organization. This appears as an isolated comment from one employee 

but is presented as it links to the Systemic theme found elsewhere in the data. EM4 explained 

“it's never just one person, there might be like a main source, but others around that source feed 

off of that in a way and kind of tend to normalize that behaviour.”  

Summary of Themes Characterizing WB 

All groups characterized WB as being about power often deliberately abusive use of 

power. It was linked to manipulation and intimidation. Both leaders and HRPs noted 

shortcomings on the part of the leader in terms of personal insecurity or a lack of ability. The 

themes found in the employee comments appear to indicate their position as a target of the 

behaviour and its impacts on them. The systemic nature was mentioned by one employee and 
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relates to the theme found in RQ#2. 

Of particular interest on the characterization of WB was difficulty in defining it, 

mentioned by both leader and HRP participants. Also, the duality of WB noted by the HRP 

group, highlighting issues where leader feedback on performance could be misinterpreted as 

WB. 

The next section presents the themes revealed from data linked to the characterization of 

PH. 

Psychological Harassment (PH) 

Eleven themes were identified in the data regarding what PH means to study participants. 

There was more overlap in themes across the participants than with WB, with three themes 

occurring across all groups. The employee participants again had the most unique themes. A 

summary can be found in Table 4 and the data can be found in Appendix K. 

Table 4 Themes Characterizing Psychological Harassment (PH) 

Themes Characterizing Psychological Harassment (PH) 

Leaders (n=5) HRPs (n=5) Employees (n=9) 
Undermining Confidence/Self-
Confidence (5) 

Undermining Confidence/Self-
Confidence (3) 

Undermining Self-Confidence 
(3) 

Aggressive/Passive Aggressive 
(1) 

Aggressive/Passive Aggressive 
(3) 

 

Gaslighting (1) Gaslighting (1) Gaslighting (2) 
Cumulative Effect (3) Cumulative Effect (1)  
Relation to WB (3) Relation to WB (2) Relation to WB (2) 
 Power (2) Power (3) 
 Hard to Identify (1)  
  Manipulation (2) 
  Mental Health/Well-Being (5) 
  Unsafe Working Environment 

(2) 
  Self-Doubt (2) 

 

Leader Themes Characterizing PH 
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As with WB, the leader participants recounted the meaning of PH as something they had 

observed from other leaders as well as from their own experiences with the behaviour.  

Undermining Confidence/Self Confidence (+HRP, +EM). There were specific 

comments touching on the undermining of a person’s confidence made by all the leader 

participants. Examples include L2 who spoke of “intentionally trying to undermine, belittle 

another individual” and “preying on…their insecurities” and L5 who noted targets “lose self-

confidence, they lose the ability to actually think that they’re good at something.”  

Aggressive/Passive Aggressive (+HRP). As with WB, the theme of aggressive/passive 

aggressive behaviour emerged when leaders were asked to define what PH meant to them. L1 

mentioned, “comments that were made in the repetitive, rapid-fire kind of approach” but also 

“deviousness…a bit of a cowardly approach.” 

Gaslighting (+HRP, +EM). The specific use of the term gaslighting, mentioned by 

HRP2 in relation to WB, appeared in the characterization of PH by participants in all groups. 

When asked about what PH means L3 stated “so it essentially is, is either gaslighting or…doing 

things to make that person feel like they’re not capable.” 

Cumulative Effect (+HRP). Three of the leader group referred to the ongoing nature of 

PH. L1 characterized it as “like a persistent, constant needling” and L3 as “ongoing harassment.” 

L4 stated, “that, for me, is about a drip, drip, drip” and went on to explain how it takes place 

“over a period of time” such that it bears similarity to an “abusive relationship. Where you’re not 

quite sure where it got that way.”  

Relation to WB (+HRP). The leader group likened PH to WB in a number of instances. 

L3 stated, “it’s still bullying to me.” For two other leaders there was slightly more nuanced 

connection where L4 stated, “possibly there’s an overlap with the bullying side of things” and L5 
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noted specifically that PH was “a component of workplace bullying, and it’s a very destructive 

component…very destructive.” 

HRP Themes Characterizing PH 

The HRP group shared five themes with the Leader participants. However, they also 

related PH to power and spoke of the difficult nature of the behaviour. 

Undermining Confidence/Self-Confidence (+L, +EM). The characterization of PH as 

behaviour targeted to affect a person’s confidence was stated pointedly by HRP5 when they said, 

“when people try to strip others of their confidence and…and have them feel less than.” HRP3 

noted “keeping people off their pins…it’s treating people less than humanely…it’s embarrassing 

people.” 

Aggressive/Passive Aggressive (+L). In addition to the leader characterizations of this 

nature, PH was also described as both aggressive and passive aggressive by three HRPs. HRP2 

cited “yelling at people” and HRP4 specifically stated, “may be passive aggressive type 

harassments.”  

Gaslighting (+L, +EM). The term gaslighting was used by HRP5 who stated PH is 

“when people play mind games with other people, that is aligning with gaslighting.”  

Cumulative Effect (+L). PH was characterized in terms of an ongoing, cumulative effect 

by HRP2 as “sort of dripping on other people, commentary that constantly puts the person down” 

and “a constant push on a person to not allow them to feel as good as they can be.” 

Relation to WB (+L). WB was mentioned in relation to PH by two of the HRP 

participants. HRP3 said “I don’t see it as being that much different than workplace bullying” 

whereas HRP2 characterized it as “much more complex than bullying.” 

Power (+EM). The power dynamic at play was mentioned in relation to PH by two of the 
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HRPs. HRP5 stated, “it's usually meant as a means of someone feeling better about themselves 

or retaining control or power.” HRP1 described how “there are certain leaders that will 

understand who an employee is or where their weaknesses are and exploit that for their own 

purposes” and described PH as “a very deliberate act.” 

PH Themes Unique to the HRP Group 

Hard to Identify. HRP2 was the only participant who specifically mentioned the 

difficulty in identifying this behaviour. However, the comments made are important to include as 

they relate to definitional issues discussed in Chapter 5. Specifically, HRP2 noted, “it's hard to 

put your finger on this one sometimes… it's subtle, and it's manipulative. And it's nuanced” and 

went on to relay, “it’s slimy…it’s slithery…other people won’t believe that this person is 

actually doing it because they are clever at covering their tracks.” 

Employee Themes Characterizing PH 

For employees, PH was very personal and had strongly felt personal impacts. 

Undermining Self-Confidence (+L, +HRP). Three employees characterized PH in terms 

of the erosion of confidence. EM5 said, “it is sort of exposing a fear or an insecurity of an 

employee.” EM7 spoke of “comments that subtly, kind of intends to make you just feel 

inadequate” and “you’re just not good enough.” EM8 characterized PH as “where there is sort of 

an interaction that really targets but also impacts your confidence in your rationale, like how you 

think.” 

Gaslighting (+L, +HRP). Two of the employee participants used the term gaslighting in 

relation to PH. EM8 defined PH as “the closest thing I would think of is sort of the term 

gaslighting.” EM3 stated “the term that we use is gaslighting” and elaborated with “you’re the 

one who’s to blame.” 
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Relation to WB (+L, +HRP). As with the other groups, the employee group had 

participants who related PH to WB. EM5 said, “I think it can actually be tied back to this idea of 

bullying.” EM8 explained they characterized PH as it “undercuts you in much more of a…more 

of a mental way than I think of, you know, workplace bullying.” 

Power (+HRP). Power dynamics were mentioned by two of the employee group. EM5 

spoke of “a power position and sort of lording that over top of those that report to you directly” 

and “power and authority and being 'better than'.” EM7 spoke of leader behaviour such as “I 

have the power to take you, put you in a position you don't want to be in.” An example of the 

inappropriate use of power to require an employee to do something outside of work was given by 

EM2 who recalled having to take her child to hospital and her leader asking, “can you take your 

laptop to the hospital? Because I need you to do something. And I did!!...In retrospect…first of 

all nothing was that important, but this for real was not that important!” 

PH Themes Unique to the Employee Group 

Manipulation. This theme was mentioned by two employees. EM1 characterized PH as 

“manipulation and deceit” and described “someone that consistently lies…changes the landscape 

on you.” EM9 specified “emotionally abusive or manipulative behaviour” and “everything from 

crossing boundaries to again, intimidation, or coercion.” 

Mental Health/Well-Being. Five employees characterized PH as having impacts of this 

nature. Examples include EM4 who mentioned “it kind of becomes like a mind game” and EM6 

who spoke of “actions or threats, whether spoken or unspoken, contribute to a sense of emotional 

distress” and talked of a “lack of emotional or psychological well-being.” EM9 described 

“playing mental games.” 

Unsafe Working Environment. Two employees described elements concerning safety. 
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EM1 spoke of “someone that's kind of sneaky and you're often not safe around that person with 

what you say, or what you do.” EM5 stated “to me it creates and perpetuates an atmosphere of 

fear within the workplace.” 

Self-Doubt. Reflecting that PH has impacts to self-confidence, some employee 

participants talked about their own self-doubt. EM4 spoke of questioning if they were accurately 

interpreting what was happening to them “am I misunderstanding?” and “feeling like ‘Am I the 

crazy one?’” EM8 talked of the constant questioning of their performance as PH and “the impact 

that it had seemed to really focus on my way of thinking. So, I became completely sort of 

paralyzed in terms of not trusting myself.” 

Summary of Themes Characterizing PH 

From the themes found in the data relating to PH it seems clear the behaviour is aimed at 

undermining confidence in the target through ongoing actions that change mandates and 

expectations, that draw targets towards them while overtly denying them what they need. PH is 

characterized by the term gaslighting, explored further in Chapter 5. As with WB, it involves the 

use of power by the perpetrator, often to set tasks that far exceed the parameters of work. The 

effects on the targets involve impacts to their mental health/well-being, causing them to question 

their own abilities and having a real impact on self-efficacy. 

The next section reviews the findings from the data relating to the characterization of OP 

in themes that are general, positive, and negative in nature. 

Office Politics (OP) 

The term OP generated a range of characterizations from general, or neutral, comments to 

it being seen as a positive or negative behaviour. The findings in this section are separated in to 

these three perspectives (OP General, OP Positive, and OP Negative).  
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Office Politics - General (OP Gen) 

Ten themes emerged in comments regarding OP in a general way. The themes related to 

OP General can be found in Table 5 and the data can be found in Appendix L. 

Table 5 Themes Characterizing Office Politics - General (OP Gen) 

Themes Characterizing Office Politics - General (OP Gen) 

Leaders (n=5) HRPs (n=5) Employees (n=9) 
OP General 
Part of Working Life (1) Part of Working Life (1) Part of Working Life (2) 
Game Playing (3) Game Playing (1) Game Playing (2) 
Managing Up (1)  Managing Up/Getting Ahead (2) 
Duality (1) Duality (1) Duality (1) 
Systems/Norms/Values (1) Systems/Norms/Values (1) Systems/Norms/Values (2) 
Relationships (1)  Relationships (2) 
Maneuvering (3)   
Power (1)   
 Need to Understand (3)  
  Interpretation/Navigation (2) 

 

Leader Themes Characterizing OP Gen 

There were eight themes identified in the data from the leader group, two of which were 

unique to their experiences. 

Part of Working Life (+HRP, +EM). L1 referenced the prevalence of OP when they 

stated, “office politics, I'd say, I can't think of a job or a role that I had, that there wasn't some 

degree of office politics.” 

Game Playing (+HRP, +EM). OP as game playing was a theme across all participant 

groups and was characterized in general terms and in negative ways. L5 characterized OP as 

something that was somewhat of a necessity, explaining “so you have to...I'm gonna say quote, 

unquote, ‘play the game’ in order to get ahead or to get your vision or take care of your people or 

whatever in order to get things to go through.” L4 noted that your perspective changes depending 



 
THE CHARACTERIZATION OF DARK LEADERSHIP  
 

 

109 

on how you are experiencing OP as “it's all a bit of a game until you're on the receiving end of 

it.”  

Managing Up (+EM). L5 continued references to the necessity of playing OP and that 

“unfortunately, you have to, and that means being tuned in to the person that you report to and 

what it is that they need to be successful as well or what they need.”  

Duality (+HRP, +EM). The different ways OP is seen was illustrated by L1 who stated, 

“it's got kind of a duality to it, for me both a negative and a positive kind of perspective.” 

Systems/Norms/Values (+EM). There were references to the organizational context in 

comments made by both leaders and employees. L5 gave this perspective when they said, “what 

comes to my mind, as I've grown as a leader, is that it's really, are we living our values of the 

organization?” when speaking about OP and how the behaviour manifests and is tolerated. 

Relationships (+EM). L2 noted OP in terms of how you “manage those relationships” 

within the organization. 

OP Gen Themes Unique to the Leader Group 

Maneuvering. The idea of OP as a complex interplay within an organization appeared in 

three descriptions from leaders. L2 noted the need to “navigate those very complicated waters in 

an organization.” L5 also spoke of this complexity as “office politics is trying to maneuver 

amongst a team of peers typically, and to...for you to be able to get your voice heard, and to be 

able to achieve your objectives within the construct of the organization.”  

Power. In addition to the idea of maneuvering, L4 linked OP with power in several 

related comments. They said, “I think you have to understand office politics are where the power 

sits and how to maneuver it” and explained, “office politics is more to me about maneuvering 

and power play across the business.” 
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HRP Themes Characterizing OP Gen 

Five themes were found in the HRP data relating to OP in a general way, with one 

appearing unique to the HRP perspective.  

Part of Working Life (+L, +EM). This theme was illustrated by HRP2 where in the 

broader sense, they stated, “dare there be a collective of any kind, be it church or office or family 

or anywhere, any spot where there's a collective of people where there's not sort of politics” 

illustrating the ubiquitous nature of OP. They also went on to explain OP as “how you play in an 

environment and how decisions get made.” 

Game Playing (+L, +EM). Linking to the reference from HRP2 about playing in an 

environment, HRP3 characterized OP as “you need to understand them, but you need not to play 

them.” 

Duality (+L). HRP2 mentioned the duality of OP when they stated, “you can have office 

politics that end up being okay, and you can have office politics that end up being terribly toxic.” 

The toxic nature of OP is a theme explored in the section describing the negative characterization 

of OP. 

Systems/Norms/Values (+L, +EM). HRP2 expressed this theme as “what behaviors are 

acceptable and not acceptable become part of the politics.” 

OP Gen Themes Unique to the HRP Group 

Need to Understand. In addition to the comment from HRP3 about the need to 

understand OP (see game playing theme), HRP2 said, “part of it is understanding the way 

decisions get made” indicating OP as integral to navigating the organizational environment. 

HRP5 portrayed OP as “knowing how to survive.” 

Employee Themes Characterizing OP Gen 
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The employee group characterization of OP in general, or neutral terms, was shared over 

four themes with the leaders and HRP participants. There was one theme common across leaders 

and employees and one that was unique to the employee group. 

Part of Working Life (+L, +HRP). Participants in the employee group also characterized 

OP as ever-present. EM2 said, “any workplace you've worked in, whether it's public sector or 

private sector, they're always a little bit of office politics” and EM8 exclaimed, “gosh, I'd almost 

just say that's table stakes.” 

Game Playing (+L, +HRP). EM2 made a reference to having to “play the game” and 

EM8 characterized OP as “it's like the playground.”  

Managing Up/Getting Ahead (+L). EM9 clearly articulated how OP can be used when 

they said, “if you've been in good standing with a supervisor or a leader figure, and good 

standing could mean you know, doing what they say or go along, going along with what they 

want, then you get a lot of perks.” This was also part of the characterization of EM8 who 

identified behaviours people used to “get ahead, differentiate themselves and others.” 

Duality (+L, +HRP). As with participants in the other two groups, EM6 noted that OP 

can be “neutral or subjective.” 

Systems/Norms/Values (+L). Some characterizations of OP included references to the 

organizational context. EM6 defined OP as “the systems and norms that directly and indirectly 

govern the transmission of information, expectations, what is deemed acceptable within the 

organization” and EM5 described “in general office politics are, you know, the rules that have to 

be followed.”  

Relationships (+L). OP was characterized as “alliances that are formed within an office” 

by EM9. A similar reference was made by EM8 who noted OP as “how people work to kind of 
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build relationships.” 

OP Gen Themes Unique to the Employee Group 

Interpretation/Navigation. EM5, when speaking about following the rules (see 

systems/norms/values theme) went on to talk about “how people interpret those rules to get the 

results that they want.” EM6 spoke of OP as something you “need to navigate and potentially not 

be on the wrong side of.” 

The next section presents themes relating to the positive aspects of OP. 

Office Politics - Positive (OP Pos) 

OP was defined and characterized in positive ways by few participants in the leader and 

the HRP group. The themes for OP Positive can be found in Table 6 and the data can be found in 

Appendix M. 

Table 6 Themes Characterizing Office Politics - Positive (OP Pos) 

Themes Characterizing Office Politics – Positive (OP Pos) 

Leaders (n=5) HRPs (n=5) Employees (n=9) 
OP Positive 
Negotiation (1) Negotiation (1)  
Collaboration (1) Collaboration (1)  
Relationships (1)   
 Healthy Debate (1)  

 

Leader Themes Characterizing OP Pos 

Only one of the leader participants made specific note of the ways OP could be 

considered as a positive. Those comments are outlined here to show similarity with the 

comments from HRP participants. 

Negotiation (+HRP). L1 noted that “politics is very much about trading off things” 

implying a process of negotiation. This characterization will be explored further in Chapter 5. 
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Collaboration (+HRP). L1 explained the collaborative aspect of OP as “people working 

towards something on behalf of each other to get something done and trading off various goals, 

various needs, in an effort to get from a group perspective, a good outcome that…allows 

everybody to win.” 

OP Pos Themes Unique to the Leader Group 

Relationships. L1 specifically mentioned the positive nature of OP as “relationships and 

leveraging relationships and not in a manipulative way.” 

HRP Themes Characterizing OP Pos 

Two of the HRP participants characterized OP in a positive way. 

Negotiation (+L). In characterizing OP, HRP1 said, “they can also be something that can 

be used to gain support or gain approval for a controversial topic.” 

Collaboration (+L). HRP1 went on to talk of ways OP could be positive as, “there are 

ways to build coalitions and to build support for new ideas and new thoughts” and continued to 

explain, “as long as the lobbying is upfront, and not filled with artifice, and for the purposes of 

actually building support for change and or processes that are necessary, office politics can 

contribute positively to a culture.” 

OP Pos Themes Unique to the HRP Group 

Healthy Debate. HRP2 also spoke of the positive side of OP and described “office 

politics that are good are where, you know, there's healthy debate, there's an opportunity to sort 

of enrich a conversation by people feeling safe and being able to show up themselves.” 

The next section presents the themes portraying the negative side of OP. 

Office Politics - Negative (OP Neg) 

The definition and characterization of OP in a negative way was seen across all three 
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participant groups with eleven themes emerging, three of which, systems/norms/values, 

managing up, and game playing, were seen in the general characterizations of OP also. The 

themes for OP Negative can be found in Table 7 and the data is in Appendix N. 

Table 7 Themes Characterizing Office Politics - Negative (OP Neg) 

Themes Characterizing Office Politics – Negative (OP Neg) 

Leaders (n=5) HRPs (n=5) Employees (n=9) 
OP Negative 
Not Acknowledged (2) Not Acknowledged (1)  
Self-Serving/Manipulative (3) Self-Serving (2)  
Systems/Norms/Values (2)  Systems/Norms/Values (1) 
Dishonesty/Lack of Integrity (3)   
 Managing Up (1) Managing Up (3) 
 Power (1) Power (4) 
 Toxic (2)  
 Milder Term/Whitewash (1)  
  Game Playing (3) 
  Unsafe Working Environment 

(2) 
 

Leader Themes Characterizing OP Neg 

In responding to the question of what OP means, L2 said, “ah, what does office politics 

mean to me...run in the other direction!” There were four themes emerging on the negative 

aspects of OP for leaders, two of which were shared with the HRP participants and one with the 

employee group. 

Not Acknowledged (+HRP). Two comments highlighted the lack of acknowledgement 

around OP behaviour. L2 noted, “so office politics, it sounds a little bit almost dismissive, like 

people will sort of talk about office politics as kind of the stuff that goes on behind closed doors” 

indicating largely hidden behaviour. L5 echoed this in saying, “I don't think that 

organizations...they don't name it, they don't call it, but it's there, right?” 

Self-Serving/Manipulative (+HRPs). Three leaders highlighted this theme. For instance, 
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a comment by L1 noted that, “people jockeying for more authority, expanded roles, engaging in 

things like, you know, talking behind people's backs, not showing a lot of, you know, 

transparency or authenticity” and explained that “it was oftentimes like a manipulation.”  

Systems/Norms/Values. L5 made a specific reference to the negative side of OP in 

stating “when office politics gets destructive, is when we lose our...our focus on the values of the 

organization and our own personal values.” 

OP Neg Themes Unique to the Leader Group 

Dishonesty/Lack of Integrity. L1 talked of “behaviors of dishonesty, behaviors of lack of 

integrity, saying one thing but acting another way” and L2 stated specifically, “there's dishonesty 

to it.” 

HRP Themes Characterizing OP Neg 

There were two themes HRPs shared with the leader group and two that were shared with 

the employee group. Two themes were unique to the HRP group. 

Not Acknowledged (+L). In a similar characterization as some of the leader participants, 

HRP3 said, “I think, you know, to be honest, the office politics, while we all know that it's there, 

it's sort of the unspoken thing, right?” and noted, “when you hear about someone who's very 

political, that doesn't usually come up in their performance appraisals?” illustrating a lack of 

acknowledgement of OP behaviour. HRP4 explained, “you actually need to say what the 

behavior is not this general term that is often used too broadly.”  

Self-Serving (+L). HRP3 stated, “mostly if I had to synthesize it, it would be making 

oneself look better no matter what, in the workplace” and went on to explain, “people have their 

own agenda.” HRP1 linked this theme to the negative aspect of OP in saying “if they are about 

promoting one's own viewpoint over others or promoting someone personally for personal gain. 
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That's when they become detrimental.” 

Managing Up (+EM). In a comment illustrative of how OP can be used negatively HRP3 

said, “people who are looking to impress a leader will often do things to demean others, either 

subtly or overtly.”  

Power (+EM). Relating negative OP to power, HRP2 commented “difficult politics are 

when there's an imbalance of power.” 

OP Neg Themes Unique to the HRP Group 

Toxic. Two HRPs made references to how OP can be toxic in an organization. HRP1 said 

“it's very easy for office politics to also become something that is toxic and or not contributing to 

the positive culture.” HRP2 spoke of how “there's favouritism, there's, you know, lack of trust, 

there is not showing...what is expected, not showing how one is going to be measured for 

performance, where there's chaos…it can lead to a very toxic work environment.” 

Milder Term/Whitewash. HRP2 made a number of comments indicative of this theme 

when they said, “I think, office politics, to me is a little bit of a whitewash for things that happen 

‘Oh, it's politics.’” and went on to say, “I think politics sounds much more gentle than 

harassment or bullying.” These comments were made by only one of the HRP participants, but 

they link closely with the theme of OP as not acknowledged. 

Employee Themes Characterizing OP Neg 

The employee group characterized OP in negative ways that can be grouped in to the following 

five categories. 

Systems/Norms/Values. EM6 talked of a disconnect between messaging around the 

positive company vision and the negative experiences of employees “primarily between how 

management interacted with employees.” 
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Managing Up (+HRP). EM1 talked of OP behaviours where “it doesn't matter if the 

person is technically good or good in their areas of expertise...but they are empowered, because 

they’re good at (sighs) ego massaging leaders or they're good at talking.”  

Power (+HRP). Four employees made references to power manifesting in the negative 

aspects of OP. EM1 said, “people wanting...they will do anything to get power position” and 

talked of a “lack of transparency…dog eat dog.” EM7 defined OP as “kind of maneuvering it in 

a way that you're trying to exert your power.” 

OP Neg Themes Unique to the Employee Group 

Game Playing. Game playing was characterized as a negative by three employee 

participants, illustrated by EM1 who said, “I start to panic when I hear office politics because 

I...I often will say I hate politics, I hate gameplaying.”  

Unsafe Work Environment. Also unique to the employee group was how OP contributes 

to a negative work environment. EM6 said, “the term often has an assumption of negative or 

unhelpful or unproductive, unsafe mechanisms or unfair as well.” EM2 talked of “things like 

favoritism.” 

Summary of Themes Characterizing Office Politics (OP) 

OP was the most polarizing term explored in this study. In the most general terms OP 

was characterized as part of working life and representing the systems/norms/values in an 

organization, the rules and how decisions get made. Thus, there is a need to understand OP and 

where the power sits in the organization. When used in positive ways OP can help in negotiation 

and collaboration. However, the game playing involved can quickly turn OP in to a negative 

behaviour where self-serving interests involve dishonesty and the wielding of power to create an 

unsafe working environment. 
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Summary of Research Question #1 (RQ#1) 

A summary of themes across WB, PH, and OP is presented in Figure 7. 

Figure 7 Illustration of Themes Across Research Question #1 (RQ#1) 

Illustration of the Themes Across Research Question #1 (RQ#2) 

 

Next, the findings related to RQ#2 are presented, illustrating how DL is characterized 

within organizations and what challenges exist in dealing with it. 

Research Question #2 (RQ#2) 

The second research question in this study explored how leaders, HRPs, and employees 

characterize DL within their organization and what they saw as the main challenges in dealing 

with it. The question is illustrated in Figure 8. 
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Figure 8 Illustration of the Scope of Research Question #2 (RQ#2) 

Illustration of the Scope of Research Question #2 (RQ#2) 

 

The first findings presented in this section, titled DL Characterization, describe how 

participants within each group experienced DL behaviours and how the behaviour was 

characterized within the organization it took place. Next, the challenges that arose for 

participants and the organization more broadly in dealing with DL are presented, titled DL 

Challenges. Also, findings concerning the broader organizational context are presented, 

including themes linked to policy or supports within the organization and explorations of how 

leaders were assessed and developed. A section on how the global COVID-19 pandemic has 

impacted the experience of DL presents themes from participants in a position to comment on 

this aspect. 

Dark Leadership (DL) Characterization 

The first findings presented for RQ#2 are themes that emerged from discussions about 
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the characterization of DL as participants talked of their experiences with that type of behaviour. 

The 14 themes are summarized in Table 8 and the data can be found in Appendix P. 

Table 8 Themes Characterizing Dark Leadership (DL) 

Themes Characterizing Dark Leadership (DL) 

Leaders (n=5) HRPs (n=5) Employees (n=9) 
Focus on Results (1) Focus on Results (2) Focus on Results (3) 
Starts at the Top (1) Starts at the Top (3) Starts at the Top (4) 
Willful Blindness (4) Willful Blindness (2) Willful Blindness (3) 
Personality/Style Issue (2)   
Labelling (2)   
 Lack of Leader Accountability 

(5) 
Lack of Leader Accountability 
(3) 

 Systemic (2) Systemic (5) 
 Lack of Leader Ability (2)  
 Managing Up (2)  
  Public Image (3) 
  Family/Loyalty (2) 
  Pick a Target (3) 
  Unsafe Working Environment 

(3) 
  Power (4) 

 

Leader Themes Characterizing DL 

There were three themes shared between the leaders, HRPs and employees and two 

unique to comments by the leaders. 

Focus on Results (+HRP, +EM). L1 spoke of one situation where the DL behaviour of a 

leader was overlooked in favour of the results they were producing and said of the company, “I 

found out later on…it was tolerated…the benefit of their production, their execution…the results 

that they delivered they tolerated the fact that it came with some carnage, or came with some, 

you know, some collateral damage.” 

Starts at the Top (+HRP, +EM). L2 spoke of the way the CEO of the organization they 

worked in was seen as by some as a high performing “visionary” but that when working with 
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him “there was one way, which was his way, and you knew that if you didn't go along with it, 

then there were alternatives...which was, you know, the nine VPs that he'd fired previous.” 

Willful Blindness (+HRP, +EM). L2, in talking about the behaviour of the CEO and the 

organizational response stated specifically, “there's this willful blindness…and you see some of 

his behavior in the boardroom, but…they just turn a blind eye.” They also relayed that “there's a 

little bit with the person's track record, that may not be spoken to, but it's very much in the room 

and you're aware of… the dead birds on your back porch from the cat, right?” L1 stated, “they 

literally looked the other way…they literally just did not pay attention” despite numerous reports 

of DL behaviour. L4 and L3, who used the term “swept under the carpet” to characterize the 

organizational response to being made aware of DL issues. 

DL Characterization Themes Unique to the Leader Group 

Personality/Style Issue. Explaining DL behaviour as a difference in style or personality 

was raised by two leaders. L4 stated, “it's about you just being such different personalities, that 

you're an irritant.” L1 talked of how the organization downplayed the behaviour as a “style” and 

that “at the end of the day, though, it's nothing personal, and you just have to sort of learn how to 

deal with it and develop kind of a thick skin.” 

Labelling. L5 talked of a leader making a mistake and “all of a sudden, I've had 

experience where they've been labeled, or I've been labeled a certain way.” L3 provided another 

perspective on this where the organization may be characterizing him as “the harasser” for 

asking too many questions about DL behaviour. 

HRP Themes Characterizing DL 

The HRP group shared three themes with the leader and employee groups, two themes 

with the employee group and two unique themes. 
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Focus on Results (+L, +EM). On the theme of focusing on results above all else, HRP4 

stated in their experience, “it's sad to say, good results and poor behavior is often accepted and 

retained and rewarded. Even though many companies say they don't stand for that, that is still 

very prevalent.” HRP3 spoke of developing the term “competent asshole” to describe leaders 

who get results but were “terrible as managers.” 

Starts at the Top (+L, +EM). Illustrative of this theme, HRP3 stated, “if your CEO or 

your senior vice presidents run meetings by berating and being rude to people, and hostile and 

humiliating ain't much [else] going to happen in your organization.”  

Willful Blindness (+L, +EM). Highlighting this theme, HRP3 spoke of the lack of 

acknowledgement of DL behaviour and said, “I would say peers knew it, but were reluctant to 

bring it forward to the boss, mostly because the boss would ignore it.” 

Lack of Leader Accountability (+EM). HRP5 talked about a leader whose DL behaviour 

was known by everyone other than the board the person reported to and explained, “it was a 

Board that was completely unengaged and unknowing...she had tons of autonomy, she's not 

going anywhere.” 

Systemic (+EM). HRP2 recalled examples where negative behaviour appears to be part 

of the organizational culture. In speaking about the culture of one organization they stated “it 

was just part of the furniture, that it was part of the culture that bullying happened. And it was 

sort of a 'put up and shut up'.” They also went on to explain how, in that type of culture the 

negative behaviour a leader has experienced in the past becomes the rationale for their own DL 

behaviour and spoke of working in a health care organization where the expression “‘nurses eat 

their young’” referred to “a rite of passage, which was bullying.” Similarly, HRP5 talked of the 

“old boys network” as “well, I’ve done it, so you should” as a way of explaining away bad 
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behaviour. 

DL Characterization Themes Unique to the HRP Group 

Lack of Leader Ability. There were two HRPs who recounted experiences where the 

cause of the DL behaviour may be attributable to the ability of the leader. HRP3 gave an 

example of a group of employees who lamented having to go back to work after the weekend 

due to the DL behaviour of their leader, “it was because of just erratic behavior… in terms of 

how you talk to people…in terms of how you set their objectives, or assignments, and I'm talking 

day to day hour to hour.” HRP2 had a similar example where a leader with too much work 

“could not establish and stick to priorities. So, the staff always felt like they were failing, 

because they weren't working on the thing that was top of mind for the leader at that moment.” 

Managing Up. This theme is illustrated by HRP4 who said DL behaviour is “sometimes 

well-masked” because the leader above is “seeing only the good side of the coin.” Similar 

remarks were made by HRP3 who commented when “political employees are managing up, 

leaders have a completely blind eye” to any DL behaviour that may be occurring. 

Employee Themes Characterizing DL 

The employee group had five unique themes in addition to those shared with the leaders 

and/or HRP groups. 

Focus on Results (+L, +HRP). EM2 talked specifically about the focus on results and 

explained: 

the large organizations that I've been involved with, it's…about profitability, it's about 

efficiencies. It's about how do we compare to our peers? It's about our quarterly, you 

know, earnings…and if leaders are delivering on those things, a lot of the other 

qualities…that we're talking about are overlooked. Because, you know, nobody died, we 
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didn't lose money. Great. 

EM5 talked about putting off dealing with DL behaviour until after business goals were met 

when they said, “right now he's serving a purpose. So, let's just get through this really rough time 

we're all in, and then maybe we'll deal with it.” 

Starts at the Top (+L, +HRP). EM8 highlighted this theme in an account of DL and said, 

“the managing partner, who oversees that team is also aware. They're fully aware of the 

situation.” EM2 said of their experience, “what I always say to myself, ‘look up, who is that 

person's manager?’ And then, you know, keep looking up.” EM1 stated, “I realized that it was 

more of a trickle-down thing” in seeing DL behaviour tolerated in the organization. 

Willful Blindness (+L, +HRP). EM8 talked of the organization not acting on exit 

interview data related to turnover in the face of DL. EM2 talked of how DL behaviour was 

known about, “her peers certainly knew…I know her boss knew because her boss ended up 

calling us all in one by one to interview us” but “it was very much sloughed off…there was 

never anything done about it.” EM1 talked of the magnitude of the DL behaviour problem in the 

organization where human resources, “spend their days just looking at all these complaints, but 

then the leaders don't take it anywhere. It's just all documented, nothing is done.” 

Lack of Leader Accountability (+HRP). DL behaviour can carry on without being called 

in to question as illustrated by EM4 where “there is literally no structure in place. And that made 

me realize the lack of accountability.” EM3 worked in a private practice and said, “there's no one 

else involved in running a practice...it was all hers” and went on to explain the conditions where 

“she can get a get away with a lot.” EM2 noted, “there's a lot of collateral damage before 

anybody is ever, like, held accountable.” 

Systemic (+HRP). This theme was found in the responses from five of the EM 
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participants. EM8, echoing comments made by the HRP participants, talked about how 

behaviour is repeated based on prior experience where “maybe this person is justifying it based 

on what they were…put through and the gauntlet that they had to run through to get where they 

are.” EM4 talked of company culture where questions concerning HR issues were directed to the 

men in the office who would raise the bottle of Jack Daniels sitting on their desk and say “‘Okay, 

well come on into HR, we’ll have a talk’.” The participant went on to say, “everybody else who's 

been here for a while, seem to just get along and laugh and also have a bottle of Jack Daniels on 

their desk, too.” EM2 explained how DL behaviour was overlooked, particularly when the 

person was long tenured. EM1 talked of the organizational culture in explaining, “I felt like I 

cannot be a leader in such an organization when most of the leaders are like that.” 

DL Characterization Themes Unique to the Employee Group 

Public Image. There were three employee participants who referred to company public 

image standing in contrast to their experiences within the company. EM6 talked of the company 

having a “strong reputation in the community” and “a history of being financially strong and a 

great place to grow experience-wise” but to benefit from that you “you have to deal with very 

difficult management.” EM5 recounted wanting to work for the company because of their 

reputation and their website outlining “work life balance, we work at creating an…environment 

of equality. And, you know, we want to ensure our employees are happy” but the reality they 

were experiencing was “it doesn’t exist.” EM2 talked of company culture where senior 

leadership talked about the values but there was no evidence of any leaders demonstrating them.  

Family/Loyalty. The idea of the workplace being like a family was outlined by EM4 who 

talked of how “the CEO would call it a family, he would say this is your family…we do things 

for each other. And…when things and projects aren't working out, like you drop everything so 
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that you go and help your family” and how that caused them to feel as though “it was almost like 

I had to choose between these two families.” EM6 also made reference to the workplace as a 

family in recounting how “it felt like a dysfunctional family where the managers were...wanted 

the employees to play along and be nice and fall in line with the whims of the manager.” They 

went on to explain how this manifested as “keep the boss happy, or the boss will do bizarre 

things and label you as a... not a good employee, if the boss feels emotionally relationally 

slighted by the employees.” 

Pick a Target. There were three employee participants who talked of the tendency to 

single someone out. EM6 said, “it was always someone's turn. And it was a matter of time, 

before it was your turn, to be the person who's having a problem or not doing well or needs 

improvement in an unbalanced way.” EM3 spoke of their experience as an intern working for a 

sole proprietor where, “she typically would focus on one intern at a time, and she started to focus 

on me.” This theme was also illustrated by EM8 who explained their leader would “pick one 

person” and went on to elaborate that “the joke was that you were their 'person'...you could call it 

like a scapegoat or…the person who was bullied…I was that person for about a year and a half.” 

Unsafe Working Environment. EM9 spoke of their experience as “don't speak up. Don't 

advocate for yourself, don't ask for what you need. Even if you feel unsafe, just suck it up and 

deal with it. And if you do say anything, then you have to go.” EM7 explained a lack of support 

from their leader and recalled “continuous, negative, negative…that's been really causing some 

psychological, mental difficulties.” The impact of an unsafe working environment was illustrated 

by EM1 whose leader “really started to intimidate me more and harass me.” They explained that 

this same leader advised the way to deal with “problematic staff” as “‘just intimidate the person 

to get out’...so they don't fire you, but they start to intimidate you, they start to put you down, 
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they don't support you. So that you yourself know that you're not welcome here.” 

Power. A theme present from the employee group across much of the data in this study is 

power. Five of the employee participants spoke about power as they described how DL was 

characterized in their organizations. EM5 described “there's a lot of ‘I'm in charge, so I'm just 

going to keep overtalking you. I'm in charge, so this is just what you have to do. I know better’.” 

EM1 explained that the response to a question about why the leader had lied in a meeting was 

“he said, ‘Well, if you really want to be a leader, you have to learn how to lie’.” EM7 struggled 

with using the term “bullying” but considered “in the sense that it's a power differential, and it's a 

constant berating, I would consider it to a certain extent, kind of a bullying” and went on to 

express concern about remaining in their profession when the behaviour of the leader was 

“subtly telling me, ‘I have this power over your career’.” 

Summary of Themes Characterizing Dark Leadership (DL) 

DL in the organizational setting was characterized by all participant groups as 

perpetuated by a focus on results above all else. It starts at the top and is perpetuated by those 

who normalize their behaviour as justifiable based on what they experienced during their career. 

The willful blindness to the existence of DL leads to systemic behaviour enabled by a lack of 

leader accountability and lack of leader ability, at odds with company public image. Targets of 

the behaviour describe an unsafe working environment where leaders often pick a target, at times 

using the analogy of family/loyalty to exert undue power. 

In the next section I review themes from the data related to the challenges of DL. 

Dark Leadership (DL) Challenges 

The next section outlines the findings related to what challenges exist in dealing with DL 

in organizations. The fifteen themes are summarized in Table 9 and the data is located in 
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Appendix Q. 

Table 9 Themes on Dark Leadership (DL) Challenges 

Themes on Dark Leadership (DL) Challenges 

Leaders (n=5) HRPs (n=5) Employees (n=9) 
Fear (2) Fear (1) Fear (3) 
Lack of Organizational Action 
(3) 

 Lack of Organizational Action 
(2) 

Lack of Leader Accountability 
(2)  

  

Managing Up (1)   
Role of Unions* (1)   
 Misinterpretation by Employee 

(2) 
 

 Personality/Style Issue (1)  
 High Performers (3)  
 Building a Good Case (3)  
 Working with Organizational 

Leadership on Solutions (3) 
 

  Speaking Up Makes Things 
Worse (5) 

  Lack of Support (4) 
  Stuck (4) 
  Systemic (4) 
  Personal Impacts (2) 

* Important comment to note 

Leader Themes on DL Challenges 

Fear (+HRP, +EM). Two leader participants talked of fear as a challenge of dealing with 

DL. L4 recounted targets taking concerns forward but when nothing was done “it left them 

feeling ‘Oh, I shouldn't have said anything, because now it's gonna be used against me. And it's 

probably on my record’.” L5 spoke of a similar issue with people coming forward but saying 

“oh, we're telling you, about this, but I don't want to do anything about it" which is usually the 

first sign there's something wrong…because they're afraid of repercussions.”  

Lack of Organizational Action (+EM). Three leaders recounted examples where the 

organization had not responded to reports of DL behaviour. Illustrative of this theme L4 recalled:  
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myself, and several other people across the business who had found themselves in similar 

positions with this one woman, all went to HR separately, and made official complaints. 

And at the time I left, of the four of us, one of them had been fired. One of them had been 

demoted. Another one just left of their own accord, and I had a breakdown. And she's still 

there. Now. Ten years on. 

DL Challenges Themes Unique to the Leader Group 

Lack of Leader Accountability. L3 talked of a lack of accountability for leader behaviour 

and when asked if the individual could be dismissed in any way, they responded by saying, “Yes, 

it takes council to do it. All of council. And we're not doing any performance assessments so it's 

impossible” highlighting the conditions under which DL can continue unchecked. L1 also spoke 

of this lack of accountability and said, “there's no attempt really, to get that more rounded view 

of what this person is doing, or how they're doing it” relating it to a focus solely on results and 

not how the results are achieved. 

Managing Up. Related to comments about shortfalls in how leaders are assessed, L1 

noted “some people are very good at managing up, obviously, they don't exhibit some of these 

behaviors to their direct boss they may be most likely, you know, exhibiting these behaviors, you 

know, downwards towards their subordinates.” 

Role of Unions. L5 recounted the difficulty in dealing with bullies in the workplace and 

said, “we did it in the end, but it took a long, long time, a long time to build...and because the 

union will protect them, and you have to have proof.” Expanding on the difficulty they stated, 

“and so I'm not saying that the union shouldn't be there to protect, but it sure made it more 

difficult once you realize what was going on.” This was an isolated example from one leader but 

is important to capture here as it indicates a potential issue unionized organizations may face.  
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HRP Themes on DL Challenges 

The challenges identified by the HRP participants reflected their unique viewpoint and 

issues they face in dealing with DL behaviour. 

Fear (+L, +EM). The difficulty surrounding targets being fearful of formally coming 

forward was discussed by HRP3 as a “really interesting double-edged sword.” They indicated 

that while people “want to talk about it in a safe place, they often don't want to make a formal 

complaint because they don't trust the situation” and thus, “if they don't make a formal 

complaint, you can't address it, right?” The additional challenge identified as a result was 

explained as “when a leader thinks that someone is delivering, it is very hard to give them 

tangible proof of what is happening behind the scenes, because employees do not feel safe…to 

come forward and complain” linking to the focus on results and lack of accountability themes. 

DL Challenges Themes Unique to the HRP Group 

Misinterpretation by Employee. HRPs identified the challenge of ensuring behaviour is 

interpreted accurately. HRP5 stated, “sometimes it can be employees who misunderstand, 

and…employees misunderstanding that their performance, and people giving feedback on 

performance isn't bullying.” This was also expressed by HRP4 who noted that investigating 

reports of DL behaviour involve “getting concrete examples that don't come across as just sour 

grapes, because you're not as, you know, rewarded or a strong performer as this other person.” 

Personality/Style Issue. One way the challenges associated with DL are explained is as a 

mismatch between a leader and employee. HRP5 commented that “there are also situations 

where, you know, there's just not a good fit. And, you know, for some reason, that...a boss and 

their employee can't get along.” 

High Performers. The challenge of dealing with leaders considered to be high 
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performers was raised by three of the HRP participants. Similar to comments from HRP3 

concerning fear, HRP4 noted that while negative behaviour is often directed to staff the leader 

may be, “very good at producing results, they're very good at managing upwards…they don't 

exhibit the same behaviors with their leaders and sometimes even their peers.” Reactions to 

reports of DL behaviour are also influenced by those they are reported to because “the credibility 

of the person bringing forward, or their bias or prejudice against that person may limit how 

seriously they take it, they may not want to deal with it, because this person is a high performer.” 

HRP1 said, “if they had a good standing with customers, despite their bad leadership, companies 

were really willing to tolerate a lot more.”  

Building a Good Case. HRP2 spoke of the difficulty in naming DL behaviours and went 

on to explain how properly investigating issues is a lengthy and very involved process that has to 

be done well, 

and they have to be done with an impartiality and evidence-based as much as possible 

...because they're serious, like, once you're accused of something, it's almost like you're 

guilty of it. And you might be, you might very well be, but you might not be. 

This was also highlighted by HRP4 who spoke of the importance of determining if negative 

behaviour “is it…an illegal behaviour? Or is it just poor teamwork? Both should be addressed. 

But to address a negative leadership behavior that is illegal, unethical, abusive, is probably more 

serious.”  

Working with Organizational Leadership on Solutions. HRP participants were faced 

with challenges in working with the leadership in organizations to find solutions to DL 

behaviour. In addition to comments by HRP3 indicating the challenges related to toxic leadership 

from the top-down, HRP1 outlined another challenge particular to DL behaviour of senior 
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leaders as a financial consideration, indicating: 

the cost and the time involved in rehabilitating or releasing a leader and a manager is a 

much harder conversation. And companies are less willing to release that investment, and 

so more willing to tolerate bad behavior and bad leaders than they should be. 

Employee Themes on DL Challenges 

Fear (+L, +HRP). Four of the employee participants spoke of feelings of fear. 

Highlighting this theme, EM1 said, “people are afraid to lose their jobs. That's the bottom line.” 

EM7 spoke of the difficulty of trying to remain professional when “that stress response...you will 

become emotional, right? So, you really have to...I freeze to make sure that I don't say anything 

that could be held against me.” EM5 recalled co-workers indicating they are “terrified to fight” 

because, “they've been shot down so many times, the bullying has been that great.”  

Lack of Organizational Action (+L). EM8 spoke of the lack of organizational action as 

“there isn't really that much you can do there…the firm is not going to discipline or fire this 

person over their behavior.” EM5 outlined how raising issues did not result in any action as 

“unfortunately, human resources didn't really take it too far” and that “it was basically left to us 

having to work it out ourselves.”  

DL Challenges Themes Unique to the Employee Group 

Speaking Up Makes Things Worse. Five of the employee participants gave accounts of 

how things had or could become worse if anyone spoke up about DL behaviour. EM6 spoke of 

“opening up a can of worms” and “it would be to the detriment of the employee.” EM7 talked of 

the worry that raising issues could “tarnish my review or my file.” EM3 and other interns 

suffering under DL worried that reporting the leader to the professional governing body would 

have damaging consequences to them in their profession. EM1 recalled talking to a VP about 
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their situation and that “reporting was not...was not a good step for me to take. Because after I 

did that, the guy now doubled down on me in terms of intimidation.” EM9 recounted finally 

contacting human resources about an ongoing DL issue. The assistance HR provided, later the 

same day, was to notify the employee they had been terminated and “they watched me as I 

packed up my things and they escorted me to my car.” 

Lack of Support. Employee participants talked of a lack of support within the 

organizations they worked. In the case of EM9 outlined above “there was there was no sense of 

support at all.” In the case of EM3, it was a private practice, run by the person they reported to as 

an intern and for this participant “one of the hardest things is there was no one to go to.” EM4 

outlined how “there was no real HR” and no other means of support in the organization.  

Stuck. Four of the employee participants mentioned the challenge of being stuck in one 

way or another. EM5 said, “right now, I think people feel they don't have a voice at all. So, 

nobody's even willing to give this a name.” EM1 talked of being “disempowered” and not being 

able to “reach the leaders to complain” and noted that those without other sources of household 

income would not be in a position to leave. EM9 also talked about “feeling like I'm, I'm in there 

by myself, like, I'm having to fight for myself” and explained “I think that for a lot of people, 

they either don't feel like they have a way out or they don't know what to do.”  

Systemic. EM1 spoke of “an environment that does not discourage that kind of 

behaviour” and outlined “if nobody confronts it for years, bad, toxic leadership just goes on and 

on like that, if it's not, confronted.” EM8 described how “this leader in particular had essentially 

built the practice…has made partner at the firm. And the saying kind of was, ‘well, they're not 

going anywhere. So, you either learn to figure it out, or you leave’.” EM4 talked of the CEO of 

the company and “other men around him that were younger, and that were closer to my age, that 
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looked up to him and saw him as kind of the end all be all the type of man that they wanted to 

be” as setting the tone for DL behaviour. EM2 also made note of the senior leadership impact as 

“the tone is set from the top.” 

Personal Impacts. Employee participants talked of personal impacts DL had on them. 

EM1 expressed “helplessness” and said, “when I left...it took me eight months to recover. I was 

deeply depressed. Eight months to recover.” EM9 said, “even now, when I talk about it, I tell 

people like, yeah...it was, for me, it was it was pretty traumatizing.” 

Summary of Themes on the Challenges of DL 

The challenges related to DL are bound up in the fear of the targets, where speaking up 

makes things worse. The tendency for organizations to protect high performers (related closely to 

the focus on results) perpetuates the behaviour and the challenges faced by HRPs in building a 

good case leaving them at the mercy of working with organizational leadership on solutions 

when that very leadership is likely to be supporting perpetrators. This can lead to lack of 

organizational action that leaves targets feeling stuck in the face of systemic behaviour. Smaller 

organizations may have a lack of support for targets but, worse, even those with policies and 

human resources departments may leave targets feeling this way. 

In the next section I review the findings related to the organizational context within 

which DL occurs. 

Organizational Context  

In addition to challenges raised by participants while recounting their experiences with 

DL, data was gathered regarding influences on DL in organizations. Specifically, questions 

associated with policies governing appropriate behaviour and their efficacy and use. Another 

lens on the behaviour of leaders was sought through questions regarding how the performance of 
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leaders is assessed and how leaders are developed for and in their roles. The themes regarding 

these are now outlined as well as a section on the influence of the COVID-19 pandemic. 

Policy 

Participants in all groups were asked about the existence of policy in the organization 

where they had experienced DL. There were eight common themes across the groups, but the 

HRP group had a unique perspective to share. See Table 10 for a summary of themes around 

policy and Appendix R for the data. 

Table 10 Policy Themes 

Policy Themes 

Leaders (n=5) HRPs (n=5) Employees (n=9) 
Policy Exists but Doesn’t Help 
(2) 

Policy Exists but Doesn’t Help 
(1) 

Policy Exists but Doesn’t Help 
(2) 

Working Around Policy (2) Working Around Policy (1) Working Around Policy (1) 
Only As Good As the 
Implementation (4) 

Only As Good As the 
Implementation (2) 

 

Policy Can Work (1) Policy Can Work (2)  
 Implementation Needs to be 

Integrated/Supported (2) 
 

 Policy Beyond the Law (3)  
 Evolution of Policy (2)  
  Awareness of Policy (3) 

 
Leader Themes on Policy 

Policy Exists but Doesn’t Help (+HRP, +EM). Two leaders made reference to the 

ineffectiveness of policy. L4 said, “there are sometimes policies on how it's dealt with. But 

there's very little help being...very little help in actuality, being...being offered.” In the situation 

L3 recalled, they became a member of local government to better understand problems that 

caused a difficult DL situation for someone they knew and the role the Chief Administrative 

Officer (CAO) played. When the participant asked questions about policy relating to acceptable 

behaviour they found: 
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it was clear that many of these policies are out of date, some were in breach of the law, 

including the Respect in the Workplace policy that did not have avenues past the 

Administrator, where to go if the Administrator was the issue or was causing conflict in 

the organization or harassment. 

Working Around Policy (+HRP, +EM). L3 outlined a situation within local council and 

recalled when finding: 

clear gaps in policy versus what the requirements of the law were, there'd be denial or 

trying to manage the policies so they did not have to directly adhere to the requirements 

up to what the level of accountability should be. 

L2 spoke of having a whistleblower process within the organization but the “irony of it” was the 

fact that the CEO was not held to account by it despite the fact “he was absolutely the worst 

behaved against the Code of Conduct of anybody.” 

Only as Good as the Implementation (+HRP). The leader participants gave four 

examples where, despite the existence of policy, it was not effective in helping in DL situations. 

A clear example was given by L4 who spoke about a survey they had conducted with those 

working in the profession of Administrative/Executive Assistant. They recounted: 

it's really worrying, I think, that 75% of the people that we surveyed, said that their 

companies had a clear Code of Conduct on workplace bullying and the process that they 

should undertake, if they used it to report bullying. But the results showed that in the 

majority of cases, those policies and processes were not being implemented, and that they 

were being told that they were oversensitive. So, it was only actually 32% that got help 

through their companies...and even then, they didn't feel it was particularly…good. You 

know, I had one lady who said, well, they did help, but they helped by finding me a new 
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role and left the other person in place. 

Policy Can Work (+HRP). Also, of note regarding the whistleblower process, L2 talked 

of how useful policy could be in recalling, “I was on a whistleblower committee, so when things 

came through, you absolutely were saying, ‘Okay, this is at odds with our Code of Conduct as a 

corporation’.” 

HRP Themes on Policy 

Policy Exists but Doesn’t Help (+L, +EM). HRP4 spoke about the role of policy and its 

effectiveness and described that “some bad behavior flies under the radar doesn't get noticed, 

doesn't get raised, maybe gets raised, but it's not handled right, that all still happens in today's 

corporations” but went on to say “but today, I can tell you that's not the intent” seeming to imply 

that the behaviour goes on despite the best intentions of HRPs and implemented policy. 

Working Around Policy (+L, +EM). HRP4 gave an example of a leader who 

manipulated policy development and who would “try and steward policy development, not to 

what should be the best for the organization, but for themselves” showing how policy can be 

used and not useful. 

Only as Good as the Implementation (+L). HRP5 made note that where policy was 

concerned, “I think it's only effective when you use it against someone because you say to them, 

you've had this training, why are you doing this?” indicating that the existence of policy alone is 

not sufficient. HRP2 spoke of effectiveness of policy where “it's not hard if you're really clear 

that we have no bullying tolerance. Period. From the top.” 

Policy Can Work (+L). Two of the HRP participants talked of how policy can be useful. 

HRP5 spoke of dealing with leaders who lack good communication skills and how to “use the 

policies to explain why those behaviors aren't right” but went on to say, “but they're only good in 
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those moments.” HRP1 said, of writing policy, “if you do it, well, it gives clarity” and talked of 

being specific about “what's acceptable and unacceptable behaviour within the law, within our 

organization, within our culture” linking effective policy to the unique culture and situation with 

an organization. 

Policy Themes Unique to the the HRP Group 

Implementation Needs to be Integrated/Supported. Extending the theme of when policy 

can work, HRP2 spoke of how “nobody loves policy, but policy can get mixed up between 

procedure and policy” and explained the need to have good procedure stemming from policy. 

They also clarified the need for senior leadership support, “if your senior people believe in it, and 

live by it, and don't mess around with it, and talk about it, and people educate, and it comes up 

regularly in conversation, it works. It absolutely works.” HRP1 also spoke of how integrated 

policy needs to be and said, “I don't care if you write it on a napkin, somehow, you have to get 

that value structure and that acceptable and unacceptable communicated out to people in a way 

that's clear and easily understood” and went on to stress “use plain language, use the terms and 

terminology that the company use, be unique to your organization.” 

Policy Beyond the Law. Another unique perspective on policy from the HRP participants 

involved going beyond simply what was required by employment law. HRP4 highlighted this in 

recounting that difficult incidents were, “the ones where…the person is exhibiting negative 

leadership behaviors, they're maybe not a strong employee, they're in the wrong job, you know, 

they may be not that nice to work for, but it's not illegal or unethical.” This was also a comment 

made by HRP3 who said, “it's that issue of they're not black and white, right? They're not like, 

someone forged a cheque and I can prove it. Right? Generally, the practitioners are political and 

clever” indicating that DL behaviours are not simple to deal with and policy needs to be 
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sophisticated enough to capture that. HRP1 captured this when they stated, “the best HR 

practitioners are ones who pay attention to how what they build is in alignment with the culture 

and values and strategy of the business, as well as being compliant with the law and legislation.”  

Evolution of Policy. When asked about the existence of policy in organizations they had 

worked in, HRP4 stated, “always. Yeah, I think they're just more defined over 30 years of 

working. They've come into their own. There is less tolerance than 25 years ago.” HRP3 noted, 

“now there are workplace harassment policies and bullying policies in the workplace. And 

they've developed over the years.” The evolution of policy is encouraging but also points to the 

need to continually evaluate and refine them.  

Employee Themes on Policy 

Comments made by employee participants in response to questions about the existence of 

policy echoed those of the other two groups. It is notable, however, that within the employee 

group there were four instances where there was no workplace policy around acceptable 

behaviour.  

Policy Exists but Doesn’t Help (+L, +HRP). In recounting how ineffective policy can be 

when those exhibiting DL behaviour are not held accountable, EM1 said: 

we have policies. We have policies...there's so many policies. We have documents, 

safety, culture, respect, we have all these documents. But when you have someone that's 

been in the organization for years, and has godmothers and godfathers, they're above the 

law. 

In this example, the reference to godmothers and godfathers relates to other senior leaders who 

look after the best interests of the perpetrator. 

Working Around Policy (+L, +HRP). EM5 stated, “so, any policy that is written...gee, 
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the politics come into place at that point, because how do we circumvent that? So, it's difficult to 

say that there's any kind of policies that are truly followed” indicating that DL behaviour can 

render policy ineffective.  

Policy Themes Unique to the Employee Group 

Awareness of Policy. As indicated in the introduction to this section, there were four 

employee participants who had no policy governing acceptable behaviour in the workplace. 

Three of the participants noted the possibility of policy existing but they had not found or made 

any connection with it. EM9 recounted, “I'm sure I had some kind of like, you know, employee 

handbook or something like that. But I don't...to be honest, I don't remember.” EM2 said, “I'm 

sure there must have been, but it wasn't well regarded, or well known. It honestly, it never 

crossed my mind to look up like an HR policy” indicating a complete lack of regard or faith in 

policy being able to make a difference. EM5 spoke of difficulty in finding any assistance of that 

nature when they stated: 

so there's, you know, it's this idea of, wow, if you read about it on paper, this is a 

wonderful company. But there are...it is difficult to actually find policies on how the 

employees in whatever position you're in are expected to act. It's all the right words, but 

the answers aren't there. 

This theme is closely related to only as good as the implementation theme as some EM 

participants indicated there might have been a policy but clearly wasn’t implemented effectively 

if it wasn’t something they had good knowledge of. 

Summary of Themes on Policy 

Findings reveal that policy concerning appropriate behaviour in the workplace exists but 

doesn’t help. In many cases is serves as guide for those working around policy or willing to 
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manipulate it. The existence of policy alone is not sufficient as it is only as good as the 

implementation, where lack of organizational action can leave targets with little faith or where 

procedures for investigation or resolution to incidents are ineffective. However, policy can work 

when tied to the culture of the organization, where it encompasses behaviour beyond the law and 

when clear action is taken where policy is violated. This hinges on it being integrated/supported 

throughout the organization, with consideration to the continued evolution. 

The next section presents findings on the competence of leaders in the organizational 

setting. 

Leader Competence 

Study participants were asked questions concerning leader competency models and how 

leaders were assessed and developed. The themes linked to leader competence are summarized in 

Table 11. The data for these themes can be found in Appendices S, T and U. The findings of all 

groups are presented together as there was significant overlap in themes. Themes unique to one 

group are presented separately. 

Table 11 Leader Competence Themes 

Leader Competence Themes 

Leaders (n=5) HRPs (n=5) Employees (n=9) 
Leader Competency Models 
Can’t remember/Forgotten 
(1) 

Can’t remember/Forgotten 
(1) 

Can’t remember/Forgotten 
(2) 

Not Integrated/ Used Well (1) Not Integrated/ Used Well (1) Not Integrated/ Used Well (1) 
No Competency Model (2)   
Technical Leadership Focus 
(1)* 

  

 Can be Useful (2)  
Leader Assessment 
View From Above (3) View From Above (2) View From Above (1) 
Subjective (2) Subjective (1)  
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Not Assessing/Measuring the 
Right Things (1) 

Not Assessing/Measuring the 
Right Things (1) 

 

  No Employee Input (2) 
  Don’t Know If/How Leaders 

are Assessed (5) 
  Upward Leader Feedback 

(1)* 
Leader Development 
Thrown in Without Training 
(1) 

Thrown in Without Training 
(1) 

Thrown in Without Training 
(1) 

No Development of 
Leadership Skills (1) 

No Development of 
Leadership Skills (1) 

No Development of 
Leadership Skills (5) 

Good Technically 
Therefore… (1) 

Good Technically 
Therefore… (1) 

Good Technically 
Therefore… (1) 

Experiential/Self-Awareness 
(1) 

 Experiential/Self-Awareness 
(1) 

* Important comment to note 
 

Themes on Leader Competency Models 

As noted, the original design of this study aimed to gather leader competency models 

from participants. This was not possible either because they did not exist, or the participant had 

moved on from the organization to which they were referring. However, discussions related to 

leader competency models revealed similar themes across all participant groups. 

Can’t Remember/Forgotten (+HRP, +EM). This theme emerged across all participant 

groups. L5 recalled that there was a competency model for leaders but in trying to remember the 

content said, “so, lead self, lead others, I can't remember what they all are right now.” In a 

strikingly similar comment HRP5 recalled the existence of a leadership competency model but 

said, “there was four different competencies…leading self, leading others and, you know, I 

forget what the other ones were.” EM2 recalled the existence of such models but found it 

amusing they had forgotten about them. EM1 said, “I don't know, I'm not sure…there's so many 

documents” despite having been in a leadership position. This indicates that even though there 

were models in the organization they were not known well enough for those involved with them 
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to remember even quite high-level details. 

Not Integrated/ Used Well (+HRP, +EM). One participant in each group noted the lack 

of integration of leader competency models. L1 did recall that despite the investment in the 

models there was no tie back to assessment and said, “I was not measured, or evaluated or 

provided feedback in that context.” HRP3 spoke of the existence of models and noted “if you're 

low on your interpersonal competencies, but you are high on your delivery of, you know, the 

black and white workplace...generally, leaders will gravitate there.” This indicates a potential 

issue in the efficacy of the model that could allow for DL behaviours to proliferate until there is 

some type of consequence to the leader. EM8 spoke of too many models causing them to be 

“diluted” and also mentioned a lack of integration with leader assessment.  

Leader Competency Model Themes Unique to the Leader Group 

No Competency Model. Two leader participants noted no leadership competency models 

in their organization. In the case of L3 who worked in local government the observation was 

“with council, it's...as somebody who did training on governance said, you're not there because 

of your...subject matter expertise. You're there because you're popular” indicating a clear lack of 

any attempt to tie leadership to specific or desirable competencies. L4, responded, “not really, I 

think most of it was around numbers.”  

Technical Leadership Focus. While not a theme across the leader participants, L1 made 

an important observation that, “the leadership side of it was very technical…about technically 

leading an organization…how do you strategize? How do you create vision?...but again, not 

much around the people skill side of it” perhaps indicating a potential flaw in defining what was 

required of leaders. 
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Leadership Competency Model Themes Unique to the HRP Group 

Can be Useful. Two HRP participants observed leadership competency models can be 

useful. HRP4 explained they can be useful to those new to or needing to learn about leadership 

and commented, “if you can make it more linear, more concrete…becomes less scary to them. 

But they also understand what it is and what good looks like.” HRP1 also had such insights 

around content of the model and the need to clearly tie it to business goals and what is 

“important…what is the culture and the competencies that matter to you…why are you in this 

business…what are you trying to accomplish with it, and if you don't have competencies that are 

common, you won't get there” and stressed, “it starts with, you know, good code of conduct, 

here's what we accept, and here's what we don't accept. Here's what...here's what matters to us. 

And those become the competencies that you set up” indicating the need for thorough integration 

through the organization. 

Themes on Leader Assessment 

Participants were also asked questions about how leaders were assessed in their 

organizations to provide the organizational context for how much input is gathered, from whom, 

and how much employees have a line of sight regarding the evaluation of the performance of 

their leaders.  

View From Above (+HRP, +EM). The common theme across all participant groups 

indicated leader assessment was skewed to the perspective of the person the leader reported 

directly to. L1 said, “there's no attempt really, to get that more rounded view of what this person 

is doing, or how they're doing it.” L4 when asked if they had any input to their leaders’ 

assessment stated, “No. And I mean, I was really high up, a publishing director is the equivalent 

of the managing director.” L5 went as far as saying, “it was basically, if your boss liked you or 
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not.” HRP4 stated, “it is based on the judgment of their manager” and when asked if there was 

ever any opportunity for employees to provide feedback on the performance of their leader, said, 

“I think that's still the exception versus the rule at most companies.” HRP3 noted, “I would 

generally see it from the leader and above.” EM1 expressed frustration in saying, “that's why I 

feel like the organization is a joke. So, performance of leaders, it's done by the person you report 

to.” 

Subjective (+HRP). In a theme shared with the HRP participants, two of the leaders 

noted specifically the subjective nature of the top-down assessments. L5 said, “my experience 

has been that most of my career the performance evaluation was a subjective evaluation.” L3 

requested a copy of the performance assessment for the Chief Administrative Officer in the local 

government in which he worked and recalled, “it was 100% subjective.” HRP4 expressed the 

lack of explicit measurables when it came to leader assessment and expressed, “I would say still, 

the majority of people assess their managers skill from limited data, based on their observation.” 

Not Assessing/Measuring the Right Things (+HRP). L1 expressed that leader 

assessments were lacking in measuring leaders on things that were supposed to be integral to the 

role of a leader such as culture and retention and development of employees. They stated, “all 

those other qualities or objectives of a leader above and beyond getting basic results are just 

not...they're talked about a lot, but they're not walked in any way.” HRP1 stressed the need to be 

clear about what you want to measure and said, “don't implement leadership level performance 

assessment if you don't know what you want to measure. And if they don't understand what you 

want to measure.” Underscoring the importance of assessment to provide valuable feedback for 

leaders, HRP1 also stated, “people can't change what they don't know. So, you have to be able to 

tell them what they have to change and why they have to change it.” 
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Leader Assessment Themes Unique to the Employee Group 

No Employee Input. Two employee participants talked of having no input to assessment 

of the performance of their leader. EM5 said, “I've never been asked to participate in a manager's 

assessment.” EM7 stated, “I've never, by any part of the agency of the school district. I've never, 

since I've been working there in 2007. I've never been personally asked about how the leadership 

is.” 

Don’t Know How/If Leaders are Assessed. Five of the nine employee participants did 

not know anything about the assessment of their leaders. EM2 and EM5 said they did not know 

if assessment happened. EM6 said, “since there were regular reviews for the employees, I would 

assume that there was some sort of system in place for the leaders, though I'm not aware of what 

that particularly looked like.” EM7 said, “I'm not quite sure how it's assessed. I don't know” and 

EM9 mused, “I think it was a lot of the financial component.” 

Upward Leader Feedback. Specific comments from EM8 are worthy of capturing in the 

view of leader assessment. In describing changes in the performance management processes in 

their organization EM8 observed: 

in the last two years, we now do upward leader feedback…you get to nominate at least 

10, but I think it's unlimited…and invite people that you work with both peers and people 

who are junior to you to provide feedback, anonymously, across, I think it's 10 or 15 

different questions and metrics. 

This perspective was unique to this participant but is an important data point for the discussion of 

findings in Chapter 5.  

Themes on Leader Development 

Participants were also asked to share data related to if and how leaders were developed in 
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their organizations and three themes were found across all groups.  

Thrown in Without Training (+HRP, +EM). L5 commented on this common theme in 

saying, “…what ends up happening is they get thrown into the job. And there's so many demands 

that they don't take the time to actually develop themselves.” HRP5 stated, “but you know, 

people are just really great at being promoted into leadership roles without having that 

experience. And, you know, I get the only way to get it is being thrown into it” seeming to 

indicate that the leaders themselves are responsible for being advanced without leadership skills 

but also that might be the only way to understand what is required as a leader. EM1 spoke of the 

experience of being promoted to a leadership position as, “they just make you a leader, and it's 

like they throw you out in the ocean to survive.” 

No Development of Leadership Skills (+HRP, +EM). L5 talked about the tendency, in 

the healthcare sector, for development to take place “on the job” and there “isn’t a formal 

orientation to be a leader.” Added to the lack of assessment of actual skill or competency to be 

an effective leader is the fact that “in healthcare, it's not uncommon for a leader to have 40, 50, 

60, 70 direct reports. Not uncommon.” This paints a picture of individuals, who may have been 

successful in their chosen healthcare profession, now being set up to fail with overwhelming 

responsibilities and no training or development to support them. HRP1 spoke of the intensive 

development required for many professions that require people to then enter the working world 

and, “by the way, you have to be a good leader. But none of those occupations [engineers, 

lawyers, physiotherapists…] get leadership training, or human resource training.” Five of the 

employee participants made comments about the lack of leadership skills development. EM6 

stated, “there was always development of individual skills, like workplace related skills, but no 

development of managerial skills.” EM2 noted budget constraints and said of their leader, “I 
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don't ever recall her attending anything leadership wise.” EM4 talked of the lack of development 

of leadership skill in the CEO of the organization they worked for in recalling his behaviour as, 

“that was just the only way he knew how he didn't know any other way, he wasn't given any 

other option, or taught or shown any other option.” EM5 said, “I truly don't know how leadership 

is developed in this company” and EM1 stated, “even when they made me a leader, there was no 

training, they didn't train me, they didn't support me in that position, there was nothing.” 

Good Technically Therefore… (+HRP, +EM). L5 talked of how leaders are often 

identified within healthcare and said, “they tap you on the shoulder and go, ‘Hey, you're really 

good, clinically, I think you'd be really good, would you move up?’” HRP5 noted this happens:  

because they're content experts...let's make you a leader of that. Let's have you lead a 

team and inspire a team…because you know that [subject matter] really well. I can't tell 

you how many times I saw that. And they failed horribly at being a people leader, but 

they were a content expert. 

EM6 talked about leaders lacking the necessary skills in leadership and said, “they’re really good 

employees and really good at their job, but they seem to lack experience to actually manage 

others, to actually lead others.” 

Experiential/Self-Awareness (+EM). L1 recalled taking part in an intensive leadership 

development program as being “pivotal” in their development as a leader and the experiential 

component “taught me a few things, everything from, you know what situations was I going to 

excel at versus which ones I wasn't going to excel at, just a bit like a much bigger self-

awareness.” In noting the beneficial side of experiential leader development EM8 spoke of it 

“unlocking some of the complexity around leadership” but went on to explain: 

but at the same time, I don't think we as a firm, or even as a team, really call out the bad 
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behaviors and talk about what we should be doing instead. And because those 

hypothetical situations are what they are, they're hypothetical, when you're found in a 

real-life situation, it's more complex, and there's more people involved, there's more 

blame to be handed out. There's more at risk, as well. As opposed to being in a learning 

environment. 

This appears to indicate, while experiential learning can be beneficial, it has to be done in a way 

that helps leaders to apply the learning when they are back on the job. 

Summary of Themes on Leader Competence 

Leader competence was highlighted in findings concerning personal insecurity/lack of 

leader ability. Standards and expectations for leader competence outlined in leader competency 

models are ineffective. Study participants revealed no competency model existed or, where 

models had been used, they were not integrated/used well, or the contents forgotten. They can be 

useful in helping new leaders when they are clearly aligned to company values and expectations 

for behaviour. 

Leader assessment falls short in many cases as the view from above is subjective and 

often not assessing/measuring the right things. Assessment of performance often involves no 

employee input as clearly evidenced by the number of employee participants who indicated no 

involvement, or they don’t know if/how leaders are assessed. 

Leader development is inadequate to equip those who are good technically therefore are 

promoted to positions of responsibility for leading others. Findings revealed that leaders are 

often thrown in without training and/or there is no development of leadership skills. Training can 

be useful when there are experiential/self-awareness components. 

The next section presents the findings pertaining to the COVID-19 pandemic. 
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COVID-19 

The COVID-19 pandemic was ongoing at the time of this research therefore participants 

were asked, where it may be applicable in their current situation, what impact or influences there 

may be to DL in their organization. There were six participants who shared their insights on the 

impacts of the global pandemic. There was one employee participant who had joined their 

organization during the pandemic and their comments are summarized in the New Job theme as 

they are important considerations in this discussion of DL. A summary of the themes appearing 

related to COVID-19 can be found in Table 12 and the data can be found in Appendix V. 

Table 12 COVID-19 Themes 

COVID-19 Themes 

Leaders (n=5) HRPs (n=5) Employees (n=9) 
Control (1) Control (2) Control (1) 
Trust (1) Trust (1)  
 Employees Feel More Trapped 

(1) 
Employees Feel More Trapped 
(1) 

 Lack of Leader Ability (1)  
  New Job (1)* 

* Important comments to note 
 

Control (+HRP, +EM). L5 talked about the challenges faced by leaders in circumstances 

such as those presented by the pandemic and indicated they may end up “doing command and 

control type of leadership.” HRP1 clearly linked control to the challenges of the pandemic and 

stated: 

I think it's a natural human instinct to exert more control when you feel out of control. So 

leaders who don't feel in control of their leadership role or in their job, or of their teams 

will try and exert more control in these uncertain times. 

HRP5 gave an example of how this manifested with their own leader when, during the 

exceptionally busy time of dealing with COVID, the team agreed to meet over Easter weekend 
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and “we all agreed that we would connect first thing in the morning…and on all three days, she 

had to reschedule to mid-afternoon, because she always had something going on last minute.” 

They characterized it as “exertion of power and control…not concerned for… the impact that it 

had upon anyone else.” EM7 talked of impacts to the behaviour of their leader as a result of the 

pandemic and noted, “I guess there is an added element to how she manages” and explained how 

what had been micromanaged previously is “taken to another level.” 

Trust (+HRP). L5 commented on the impact to employees of the pandemic and noted, 

“it's the employees that are going to be the ones that have to carry out the work that we're asking 

them to do…we have to have some trust” relating to the need for control in the earlier comment. 

Where trust was concerned, HRP1 said, “I think for me, it's a sign of leadership strength. If you 

trust that your employees can work from home or work in a modified capacity, or under COVID 

constraints.”  

Employees Feel More Trapped (+EM). HRP1 said, “I do feel that right now. employees 

feel a lot more trapped because there's less flexibility to be in the job market. Being in the job 

market right now isn't a great place to be” and went on to say, “so I think you have a bit of a 

captive audience right now that people will be less willing to leave a bad leader than they would 

be in in normal circumstances” indicating there could be increased impact on employees from 

negative leader behaviour. EM1 talked of the additional challenge posed by the pandemic and 

stated, “I'm guessing with COVID, now, it would even be more... it'll be harder for people to 

talk, because nobody wants to lose their job.” 

COVID-19 Themes Unique to the HRP Group 

Lack of Leader Ability. When talking about the lack of trust some leaders were showing 

during COVID-19, HRP1 observed, “I find the leadership…the leaders that I've been dealing 
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with…who demonstrate a lack of trust in their employees, it's because of weak leadership skills 

more than it is employee skills.” This is another indication that there are likely increased impacts 

from DL during COVID-19.  

COVID-19 Themes Unique to the Employee Group 

New Job. One of the employee participants, EM5, began a new job during the pandemic 

and shared their perspective on the impacts it was having. They talked of the challenge of not 

having met coworkers in person and “very little social interaction, which is a great component of 

developing relationships, face to face social components.” They also felt an added pressure that 

came from never having been in the office and building any kind of reputation as far as 

reliability and work ethic was concerned and said: 

I think there also is a greater expectation, personally, I feel it's like, Okay, I'm working 

from home, I really need to prove myself, I really need to make sure people understand 

that I'm doing my job because they can't see me doing it. 

They also noted that with the additional stress caused by the pandemic “it really becomes 

obvious that, you know, people don't know how to handle those situations, especially in 

management. It becomes very apparent.” 

Summary of Themes on COVID-19 

The findings concerning COVID-19 reveal that leaders exhibited higher control during 

the stress caused by the pandemic, and this revealed gaps where trust was not present. Impacts to 

employees during this time included a likelihood to feel more trapped. The consequences of 

starting a new job during this time were revealed by one participant who felt increased pressure 

to perform in the face of management who did not know how to handle the unique situations 

arising from remote work situations. A summary table of all themes related to RQ#2 can be 
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found in Appendix W. 

The next section describes the findings regarding RQ#3 that explored what organizations 

could do to improve where DL behaviour is concerned. 

Research Question #3 (RQ#3) 

The final question this research explored is what recommendations do leaders, HRPs and 

employees have for better managing and reducing DL in organizations? The question is 

illustrated in Figure 9. 

Figure 9 Illustration of the Scope of Research Question #3 (RQ#3) 

Illustration of the Scope of Research Question #3 (RQ#3) 

 

Recommendations for Improvements 

Gathering data related to the lived experience with DL from leaders, HRPs, and 

employees provided an opportunity to solicit their perspectives of how organizations can better 

manage and reduce DL. The data indicate much agreement on what organizations could be doing 
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to improve as seven of the 14 themes were found across all groups. These findings for all groups 

are presented together followed by themes unique to leaders and employees. The fourteen themes 

are illustrated in Table 13 and the data for RQ#3 can be found in Appendix X. 

Table 13 Improvements Themes 

Improvements Themes 

Leaders (n=5) HRPs (n=5) Employees (n=9) 
Cultivating Respectful 
Workplace Culture (3) 

Cultivating Respectful 
Workplace Culture (4) 

Cultivating Respectful 
Workplace Culture (1) 

Modelling Behaviour (2) Modelling Behaviour (1) Modelling Behaviour (1) 
Integrated Performance 
Management (2) 

Integrated Performance 
Management (2) 

Integrated Performance 
Management (2) 

Leader Education (1) Leader Education (3) Leader Education (1) 
Follow Through on Policy (1) Follow Through on Policy (2) Follow Through on Policy (1) 
Starts at the Top (2) Starts at the Top (2)  
Recruitment (2) Recruitment (2)  
Public Recognition Living 
Values/Good Leadership (1) 

 Public Recognition Living 
Values/Good Leadership (1) 

Employee Education (1)  Employee Education (1) 
Public Awareness (2)   
HR Education* (1)   
  Protections for Employees (3) 

* Important comment to note 
 

Cultivating Respectful Workplace Culture (+HRP, +EM). Illustrative of this theme, L4 

specifically called for “creating respectful environments” as a way to reduce DL. Three HRP 

participants spoke of the need for creating culture where there is clear definition of what 

behaviour is acceptable and an environment where employees can feel safe. HRP1 stated that 

improvement was about “defining what it is that you want from your organizational culture 

through leadership, and what behaviors you are and are not willing to tolerate. And then making 

sure that you deliver that throughout the organization” and went on to add “that you pay attention 

to it, that you refresh it” indicating that it requires constant attention to ensure it stays relevant. 
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EM4 talked about the importance of culture and shared, “I feel like this idea of, like, top down is 

becoming archaic…where there's just no communication…laterally or anything...that's just kind 

of a recipe for failure.” 

Modelling Behaviour (+HRP, +EM). L4 spoke of running their own business and the 

importance of the relationship between leadership and employees and said, “you treat them 

really, really properly so that they want to stay with you” and went on to emphasize “to me, it's a 

totally false economy to do anything other than that, they work with me, not for me.” On this 

theme, HRP1 stated, “there's an old saying that…the worst behavior in your culture is the worst 

behavior you're willing to tolerate” and went on to stress, “if you don't model what you're 

looking for, then you won't get it.” EM2 simply stated, “if they actually walked their talk, that 

would be a good start.” 

Integrated Performance Management (+HRP, +EM). L2, who had experience with DL 

directly from the CEO of their organization, stressed the need for performance oversight for the 

CEO. They explained the role the Board could play in this regard where it, “needs to be part of 

their risk management responsibility is that the CEO’s behavior can be a source of risk in the 

strategic risk governance requirements of the Board.” L1 spoke at length about the need for an 

integrated approach and that, “if you're going to have something it should permeate” and went on 

to stress organizations should look for “a variety of ways from compensation to performance 

evaluation to training and development...ways which you reinforce that.” HRP3 talked of a move 

away from the typical business results measures found in the focus on results theme and said, “I 

think that there should be a much stronger tying in of bonuses...would motivate most leaders to 

results that have to do with behavioral issues as well as delivery issues.” In terms of assessing the 

performance of leaders, EM8 said, “I think there's something to be said for having more, like, 
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more structured and more frequent leader feedback.” EM6 thought things could be improved by 

leaders being “open to feedback from employees, have spaces where employees could express 

their concerns without any fear of retaliation or negative consequences.” 

Leader Education (+HRP, +EM). L4 talked of DL behaviour being a result of learning 

from others and stressed the need for “training programs in place for these people who are 

behaving in a bullying way.” HRPs saw the need for leadership-specific education illustrated by 

HRP1 who reinforced earlier comments about the need for such training in recounting the story 

of someone they knew who said, “as a physician…I’ve got 20 years of post-secondary education 

and no experience with leadership.” HRP2 put it in terms of helping to learn about impacts when 

they said, “you can take a bully, and teach them…help them understand ‘what if this was your 

son, your daughter, your husband, your wife?...what, do you think? How would you feel if you 

had heard this story coming from somebody else?’” and noted “getting them a coach” a comment 

also made by HRP4. The employee participants saw the need to educate leaders to help them 

fully understand their responsibilities to their employees. EM8 talked of helping educate by 

“bringing it to life” by having examples that illustrate “when someone you know, is actually 

bullying you? What can that look like? And talk about it more as opposed to just do an exercise 

in a webinar and then get your code of conduct…or certification signed off?” 

Follow Through on Policy (+HRP, +EM). L4 highlighted, “I think it's about having 

policies in place that say, if somebody comes to you, this is how we're going to follow it through 

and do it, not just talk about it” and stressed, “it's very easy to have the document there because 

you think that that's what you should have as a business. Actually doing it is something very, 

very different indeed.” HRP4 talked of the need to have adequate processes to support policy 

around DL type behaviour and stressed, “have a process for people to bring that forward, that 
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you have an investigation process, that you…have a remedy process and that kind of thing.” 

HRP1 talked of the need for integrated policy and said, “if you just leave it to HR to write a 

policy and expect that the policy will do that for you, it won't work, we don't carry that much 

weight in the organization, and we're not that charismatic.” In terms of improvements where 

policy and procedure were concerned, EM8 related it to the use of “the accountability framework 

within the firm, to try to manage that.” 

Starts at the Top (+HRP). L4 very clearly stated, “it starts at the top, the culture, I think” 

and continued to clarify “it has to be the person at the top saying we have a zero-tolerance policy 

towards bullying. And this is what we consider bullying to be” linking very clearly to the views 

expressed in the modelling behaviour theme. HRP3 was very clear on the link to senior 

leadership and stated, “if executives are willing to stand up to bullies, to excise them out of their 

organization, to sacrifice the delivery that the competent asshole makes, because the 

interpersonal skills are awful, then things will happen.” HRP1 also drew the line from the top of 

the organization and described the need to “start at the executive level…build a solid foundation 

of trust, and mutual communication, and a commonality of goal and purpose.” 

Recruitment (+HRP). Two leader participants spoke of the importance of recruiting 

leaders. L5 recalled an organization they worked with a requirement for leaders to acknowledge 

acceptable behaviour prior to joining, “it was a standard behaviour document and the leaders, 

before coming into the organization, had to sign them” indicating “so, then they would hold you 

accountable to those standards of behavior if you stepped outside of them.” Another aspect of 

recruitment was mentioned by L1 who recalled using two people in their network to uncover that 

a leader’s negative behaviour had been evident in a prior organization. HRP5 spoke of the need 

to understand more than just technical skill and said, “when they're hiring content experts, they 
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need to really hire for personality and fit. And you know, I think there needs to be some type of 

understanding of what this person's leadership style is.” 

Public Recognition Living Values/Good Leadership (+EM). Participants in both the 

leader and the employee groups made comments related to recognizing the behaviours you want 

to promote in the organization. L5 explained the importance of “focusing on when people live 

the values of the organization. So, if you observe them living a value...is to actually call it out 

and give them positive feedback about that.” They described this as “make the values come off 

the wall and walk down the hall.” EM1 suggested “promoting good behaviors, promoting leaders 

who are doing well” through recognizing their actions in some type of company news feed so 

“leaders who are doing well can be used as sort of an example for other leaders to showcase 

good leadership traits.” 

Employee Education (+EM). When thinking of ways to make improvements L4 

described conducting education for those in the Administrative/Executive Assistant profession to 

help them navigate situations. The training outlined how to recognize the different 

categorizations of office politics and “how if you're getting emails from people who are 

undermining you to tell how that looks, and how to respond to that in a way that doesn't sound 

defensive, and that sounds businesslike” a skill that could be argued to be crucial for those that 

work in a world of hierarchical power systems. Similar suggestions for improvement were found 

in employee comments around education for employees to assist them to deal with DL. EM9 

said, “I think just teaching us like, here's how you deal with difficult situations, or here's how 

you manage these ethical dilemmas” and went on to add that a focus should be “how do we 

really empower you to advocate for yourself.” 

Improvements Themes Unique to the Leader Group 
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Public Awareness. There were two leaders who spoke with great passion on this theme. 

L3 spoke of the need to create a greater awareness of the prevalence of DL behaviour and said, 

“it's like anything, you know, the #MeToo movement, the voice. It has to be there. And if we can 

bring more of these situations to the sunlight… bringing this to light and saying there are issues 

here.” L4 also talked of the need to have broader recognition of DL and stated, “I would dearly 

love to see this get to a point where it was as unacceptable as homophobia or racism or sexism.” 

HR Education. A reference to education for HRPs was made by L4 who said, “HR also 

need training. HR need training in how to listen, and how to take complaints seriously, and how 

if somebody is coming to them, not just to say, ‘Well, it's hearsay…I can't take that on board’.” 

While this was an isolated reference to HR education, it is included here as it relates to the need 

for education for all those involved in incidents of DL. It may also be relevant to the themes of 

lack of support and lack of organizational action identified by participants in the employee group 

when asked about challenges in dealing with DL. 

Improvements Themes Unique to the Employee Group 

Protections for Employees. There was one theme that was unique to the employee group 

that called for some type of accountability for the leader or third-party involvement. EM3, who 

worked directly for the owner of the practice in which they worked said, “when there's no one to 

be accountable to...it's not like there's a hierarchy where you could bring your complaints to” and 

specified, “these are private practices and so the owner has no accountability.” EM1 suggested 

“having external bodies look into investigations” and EM6 also spoke of such support, and 

“protections for the employees whether that's a third party outside organization or something like 

a Human Resources department or Personnel.” 



 
THE CHARACTERIZATION OF DARK LEADERSHIP  
 

 

160 

Summary of Themes on Recommendations for Improvements 

There was extensive similarity between study groups on how to improve the management 

of DL within organizations. The findings showed cultivating respectful workplace culture was 

integral to creating an environment where all members could see examples of modelling 

behaviour and public recognition of living values/good leadership. Having integrated 

performance management where performance is measured against desired competencies and 

behaviours and not simply on the results achieved is integral. Education across all groups, 

leaders, HRPs, and employees was identified as necessary. Recruitment practices that identify 

leadership style and personality would also help to reduce DL. Protections for employees, in the 

form of third party supports if necessary, and follow through on policy are necessary measures to 

manage DL if it does occur. 

Chapter Summary 

As illustrated by the comments of participants in this study, DL is a very real issue in 

organizations. WB, PH, and OP all characterize leader behaviours that can be damaging to 

employees. Where WB is often associated with negative behaviour in the workplace, PH and OP 

may be equally, if not more damaging. A focus only on results achieved and not on the means to 

achieve them contributes to cultures where DL behaviour becomes systemic. This is sustained 

when organizations take no action on reported incidents and lack the appropriate measures of 

performance to determine where leaders may have significant gaps. The existence of policy is 

insufficient if it is not well known, understood, or used effectively. This leaves targets in fear of 

reprisals for raising issues and trapped in situations where there are no real, or perceived, 

supports. 

Each of the sections included in these findings outline the varying perspectives on DL in 
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organizations from three viewpoints, leaders, HRPs, and employees. When considered alone, one 

perspective could seem fairly minor, or even inconsequential. However, when viewed as a 

whole, these findings present a view on DL not previously seen. They have the potential to 

inform new ways to consider the issue of DL, to handle incidents within the organizational 

setting or, more importantly to prevent them from occurring.  

I discuss these findings further in Chapter 5, drawing links back to the literature and 

highlighting considerations and recommendations for how to better manage DL in organizations. 

The limitations of the study are outlined along with thoughts on the need for future research. 
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Chapter 5: Discussion 

Introduction 

Themes revealed during the analysis of data indicate many areas of agreement between 

the three study groups: leaders, HRPs, and employees, demonstrating a significant pattern in how 

DL is characterized in the North American organizational context. However, there are also 

important distinctions in both how DL is experienced and the challenges in dealing with it. These 

will be explored through the following discussions.  

The first discussion I present covers DL Behaviour and the characterization of DL, 

encompassing findings from RQ#1 related to the three terms WB, PH, and OP. In the second 

section, Organizational Context, I review the findings pertaining to RQ#2 where the 

organizational characterization of DL and the challenges associated in dealing with the 

behaviours are discussed through the exploration of major themes. I also review findings 

concerning policy and some commentary on DL during the COVID-19 pandemic. I move on in 

the third section to cover the topic of Leader Competence and how leaders are assessed and 

developed. The recommendations for improvements in how to manage and reduce DL, made by 

the study participants, are noted throughout the first three sections where they pertain to the topic 

area, and are summarized in the fourth section. Finally, the limitations of the study are presented 

along with thoughts on future research. 

The theoretical framework of SI allowed this study to reveal the participant experience 

where DL occurs. As Charmaz et al. (2019) described, “experiencing either problematic 

situations or new possibilities prompts people to think about what’s happening. That’s when they 

engage in the interpretive process” (p. 27). This interpretation can be seen in the similarities and 

differences in characterizations of DL; the unique perspectives of the HRPs who interpret and 
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deal with incidents, or the way employee participants spoke of OP only in general or negative 

ways.  

Dark Leadership Behaviour 

Workplace Bullying (WB) 

As described in the review of literature, WB is the term most associated with negative 

behaviour in the context of work and has been extensively studied (D’Cruz & Noronha, 2010; 

Einarsen et al., 2011; Salin, 2003, 2008). In this study there were common themes found in the 

characterization of the term, with the inappropriate use of power common across all groups. 

Power was also a theme found in the characterization of PH and OP and is discussed as a sub-

section of Organizational Context. Definitions of WB found in the literature may not always 

include the abuse or use of power (Einarsen et al., 2003) and the prevalence of the theme could 

be attributed to the investigation of negative behaviour by leaders, perhaps inferring some type 

of hierarchical power dynamic. However, study participants were asked the question “what does 

the term WB mean to you?” as the first question in the interview session without any context 

setting beyond the initial framing of the study.  

Behaviour identified by leaders and employees, characterized WB as manipulative and 

aimed at the intimidation of the target. HRPs and employees described behaviour that was both 

aggressive and passive-aggressive in nature reflecting elements of definitions found in the 

literature (Carbo & Hughes, 2010; D’Cruz & Noronha, 2021) and aligning with the findings of 

Hodgins et al. (2020), who described WB behaviour as observable and even measurable. The 

leader and HRP groups saw WB behaviour as resulting from a personal insecurity, perhaps due 

to a lack of ability on the part of the perpetrator. However, employee participants did not see the 

behaviour directed towards them as having such underlying factors and did not make attributions 
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of such a nature; the surprise finding further illustrates the very personal nature of WB for 

employees, who spoke of how the behaviour had impacted them rather than considering what 

was motivating it, an interesting perspective considering many of the leader and HRP 

participants had also been targets.  

The theme of duality described by HRPs, where employees used the term WB to describe 

feedback or performance correction, is important in its relevance to the theme lack of leader 

ability where leaders may struggle with potentially difficult interactions. Indeed, Cowan (2013) 

noted some HRPs “attributed bullying to deficient communication skills” (p. 100) and even made 

links to a lack of emotional intelligence on the part of the leader in being able to moderate 

emotions appropriately. Another key consideration here is the difficult nature of the work HRPs 

must undertake to accurately assess incidents, where accusations may turn out to be untrue.  

The identification of behaviour that constitutes WB is also an important aspect in this 

study and across the many studies and definitions of WB found in the literature, underscored by 

the findings here that even after training and videos participants found it difficult to define WB. 

These themes highlight the difficulty in describing what behaviour is considered acceptable and 

unacceptable in an organization, accurately and by all parties that might be involved in incidents 

of negative leader behaviour. 

Psychological Harassment (PH) 

The characterization of PH across all groups revealed the psychosocial nature of 

behaviour aimed at destroying the confidence of the target. Also common across all groups was 

use of the term gaslighting. The Merriam-Webster dictionary (https://www.merriam-

webster.com) definition of gaslighting is: 

psychological manipulation of a person usually over an extended period of time that 
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causes the victim to question the validity of their own thoughts, perception of reality, or 

memories and typically leads to confusion, loss of confidence and self-esteem, 

uncertainty of one's emotional or mental stability, and a dependency on the perpetrator. 

The definition clearly outlines such behaviour can be insidious and lead to serious impacts to an 

employee. Indeed, the employee themes concerning self-doubt as well as mental health and well-

being support this. PH behaviour may be much more difficult to pinpoint as illustrated by the 

findings showing its subtle and cumulative nature. Being berated in front of others may be 

embarrassing (and by no means acceptable behaviour), but constant playing of mind games is 

subtle and damaging behaviour identified by both leaders and HRPs as having a cumulative 

effect described aptly by L4 as “drip, drip, drip.” 

The difference between behaviour characterized as WB and it being seen as PH may be 

important in identifying DL behaviour. PH was identified by leaders and HRPs as a destructive 

component of WB, and one that is more complex. Workplace conduct policies may only include 

‘harassment’ as behaviour prohibited on human rights grounds such as race, colour or age, noted 

by Ferris (2004) as the denial of incidents as being relevant unless they were based on protected 

grounds. Thus, the framing of harassment may align the behaviour more with bullying and overt 

behaviours than with the subtleties involved with PH. Where WB gets the spotlight in terms of 

policy and legislation, PH is doing damage in the shadows. Reinforcing the lack of attention to 

PH, the definitions outlined in the terminology section (see Chapter 1) highlight that PH is not a 

term found when searching for a clearly defined description. Even the American Psychological 

Association (APA) Dictionary of Psychology (www.dictionary.apa.org) does not give a 

definition of the term. The closest descriptors by the APA are emotional abuse, defined as 

“nonphysical” and detrimental to “overall mental well-being” clarifying it as also called 
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“psychological abuse.”  

As noted in the literature review, the paucity of studies focused on PH show this aspect of 

DL behaviour is understudied. It is clear from the themes pertaining to PH that much more is 

required in including the damaging behaviour in workplace policies such as codes of conduct. 

More importantly, to be effective, much needs to be done to illuminate the harms that result. The 

use of terms such as gaslighting, with clear definitions of the term, may add to the clarity needed.  

Office Politics (OP) 

Echoing the polarizing nature of OP found in the literature (Landells & Albrecht, 2017; 

Lanz & Brown, 2020), the themes identified in the data reflect OP behaviour as positive, 

negative, or somewhere in between. Themes such as game playing were characterized in general 

ways across all groups but also in negative ways in the employee group where they experienced 

behaviours that felt unsafe and unethical. Managing up was another theme that had general 

comments regarding OP being about tuning in to your manager’s needs and a means for some to 

differentiate themselves. However, it was also seen as a negative by HRP and employee 

participants who found it also involved demeaning others or massaging the ego of leaders. 

An important theme is the linkage between OP and organizational norms and values 

where OP was related to rules that need to be followed or how decisions are made. Indicating the 

strength of the linkage to organizational values L1 specifically stated that OP becomes negative 

when not representative of personal or organizational values as seen in Low and Zain (2012). 

The theme public image reinforces this, where EM6 related OP to a disconnect between the 

espoused vision and values of the organization and the way management interacted with 

employees. One interesting point made by HRP2 linked the cause and effect of OP when they 

noted that acceptable and unacceptable behaviours become part of the politics, potentially 
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contributing to the game playing and navigating required where OP is concerned. The 

observation was also made, by HRP participants, of OP being a milder term than WB or PH that 

is often used to whitewash negative behaviour, a key finding illustrating how OP can be most 

damaging when it is explained away or accepted rather than questioned and challenged. This 

aspect of OP is understudied and much more needs to be understood about the relationship 

between organizational values, personal values and OP behaviour in the organizational context.  

The comments made by HRPs that characterize OP as positive, in terms of using them to 

gain support for change stand in contrast to the comment made by HRP5 who talked of OP as 

necessary to make work bearable. The point is perhaps explained by the HRP theme need to 

understand OP, in terms of how decisions are made and knowing “how to survive” (HRP5). 

Additionally, this also perhaps reflects the “skillful relationship management” identified by Lanz 

and Brown (2020) as the balancing of multiple stakeholder interests is key to the role of the 

HRP. This unique role of HRPs requires balancing the needs of employees with the directives 

from leaders (Mokgolo & Barnard, 2019), reflecting the definition of OP by Landells and 

Albrecht, (2017) as “central to organizational functioning and decision-making” (p. 41). The 

positive benefits of OP described by the authors include some of the characterizations from 

leaders and HRPs such as promoting ideas and achieving goals. 

A surprising finding was that the employee group made no positive comments about OP. 

Here, the perception of OP (see discussion of POP in Chapter 2) is evident where game playing 

and managing up are seen in a negative light and is reflective of the destructive behaviours 

related to OP noted by Erickson et al. (2015) in the Destructive Leadership Questionnaire (DLQ) 

discussed in Chapter 2. Employees spoke of the power plays of leaders and favouritism, which 

was also mentioned as a factor of OP leading to toxic environments by HRP participants, a 
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reflection of the subjective assessment of OP as noted by Bergeron and Thompson (2020) and 

others (Khuwaja et al., 2020; Tang et al., 2021). However, Ferris et al. (1996) indicated that 

employees’ perception of OP can be influenced when employees have a “high degree of control” 

over the way OP plays out. Perhaps, in encouraging respectful workplace culture (see 

Recommendations) it is more about employees having a good line of sight, involvement in what 

is going on, directly or through good communication, and transparent processes where 

promotions and rewards are concerned. 

Tying back to the theoretical framework of SI and what meaning is made as social 

interactions take place, the findings around OP reflect the assertion by Landells and Albrecht 

(2017) that “it cannot be assumed when two people are talking about ‘organizational politics’ 

that they are talking about the same thing” (p. 55). Indeed, Baloch et al. (2017) described the 

tendency of those with Dark Triad personalities to be drawn toward organizations perceived as 

political as they are “motivated to interpret actions and events in political terms because 

manipulation and opportunism are their personally salient issues” (p. 3). Coupled with the 

ubiquitous nature of OP, it demonstrates the necessity of including the behaviour in 

considerations of acceptable conduct in the workplace, particularly when it can constitute DL. 

Summary Dark Leadership Behaviour 

The characterization of WB, PH, and OP by participants is an important element of this 

research. Using the term PH in policy language to expand on the more general term harassment 

can add much needed clarity around this damaging aspect of DL behaviour. Insights regarding 

the ways in which PH is different than WB, in the deliberate undermining of self-confidence, or 

gaslighting, are important in helping organizations to more effectively describe behaviour 

deemed as unacceptable. Indeed, using the term gaslighting along with the definitional context, 
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can help to clearly illustrate behaviour that otherwise is difficult to pinpoint. Going one step 

further, the inclusion of the nature of OP and when such behaviour can become detrimental, is 

critical in achieving useful policy as well as contributing to specificity in company values and 

codes of conduct.  

As outlined in the review of literature pertaining to DL behaviour, there is “the vexing 

problem of developing an agreed definition of workplace bullying among the research 

community” (Branch et al., 2013, p. 280). The findings here add another lens on the problematic 

nature of defining DL behaviour by revealing the nuances in characterization of different terms 

associated with the behaviour. Hodgins et al. (2020) advocated for “robust context-sensitive 

policy at the level of the organisation” (p. 267) as a useful avenue for protecting employees. As 

my positionality as a researcher is to produce something practical and useful outside of the realm 

of academia, rather than attempting to create one more all-encompassing definition, what may be 

useful to organizations from this study is the understanding that the definitions and language 

used in policy, in values statements and in leader performance expectations must not only 

consider the breadth of behaviours but should align with the language unique to the business it 

pertains to. 

The overview of literature related to incivility illustrates the complex nature of dealing 

with behaviour that is difficult to define, that impacts “mutual respect” (Andersson & Pearson, 

1999, p. 455) but where intentionality may be ambiguous. The inclusion of literature on 

workplace incivility demonstrates the breadth of behaviours that need to be considered when 

organizations are crafting code of conduct policies, further explored in the section discussing 

Policy. More importantly, it can bring needed context to workplace education on the topic of 

unacceptable behaviour as it represents one end of a spectrum of behaviours that can, ultimately, 
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be damaging in the workplace. Another integral part of considering the literature on workplace 

incivility is the resemblance it bears to attempting to deal with the negative elements of OP. Like 

OP, workplace incivility has been described as “ubiquitous” (Cortina et al., 2017) indicating the 

behaviour is so prevalent in the workplace that it can go unacknowledged and unchecked. Also, 

as with OP, the behaviour can have damaging consequences even though it may appear relatively 

ambiguous (Young et al., 2021).  

Organizational Context 

The exploration of terms used to describe DL demonstrates that narrow references to WB 

may add to the difficulty in describing damaging behaviours and a broader scope, including 

terms and explanations such as gaslighting can help to provide clarity. The organizational 

context is important to the overall understanding of DL but also to illuminating potential ways to 

manage and reduce it more effectively. Situating WB as an individual problem is problematic 

when it is tolerated within the workplace setting as it may restrict resolution options to individual 

perpetrators and, perhaps, their targets. This view will continue to perpetuate the problem as the 

broader organizational factors at play continue unexamined and unabated. 

DL Characterization and Challenges 

The findings on how DL is characterized in organizations show clearly, across all groups, 

the behaviour is not only tolerated but willfully ignored. This appears to be caused in part by a 

singular focus on results where, if perpetrators are delivering on required goals, no questions are 

raised regarding their conduct. Considering the literature, Boddy et al. (2021) stated “cultural 

factors influencing toxic leadership ascension comprise the value some organizations and 

societies attach to individualism and the pursuit of profit” (p. 79). A related theme identified by 

the HRP group and employees was a lack of accountability for leader behaviour where DL went 
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unchecked. In cases where mechanisms for accountability did exist, the company was more 

likely to tolerate the behaviour if perpetrators were seen as high performers and skilled at 

managing up. A consideration here is this may be a symptom of the “high-performance-

orientation” (Salin, 2021) typical in North American culture. Not surprisingly, “performance-

driven appraisals” (Mannix-McNamara, 2021, p. 56) are found to be typical of organizations 

who turn a blind eye to DL. The finding is discussed further in the Challenges sub-section and in 

the Leader Competence section. 

The behaviour of senior leadership in organizations, in the theme starts at the top, was 

seen as setting the tone for how much DL behaviour was tolerated, with examples from 

participants in all groups. In many cases, the senior leadership of the organization were the 

perpetrators leading to a “trickle-down” effect, noted by EM1, where behaviours were learned 

and repeated. The work of Palmer et al. (2020) on the influence of CEO Dark Traits on shaping 

relationships and behaviours confirms when senior leaders experience negative behaviours from 

the CEO, they “are more likely to retaliate toward subordinates, often through destructive 

leadership” (p. 158). 

The systemic nature of DL was another common theme. Participants spoke of it as “part 

of the culture that bullying happened” (HRP2). This is supported by Cowan (2013) in a study 

that looked at the attributions of HRPs on why bullying happens, that found “‘shit rolls 

downhill,’ and if those at the top of the organization bullied, bullying was seen as the accepted 

way to act” (p. 101). HRPs in this study also gave examples where the behaviour was repeated 

because it was something leaders ‘earned’ on the way up the ranks, one example being the 

phrase “nurses eat their young”. This is also supported by the findings of Hoel et al. (2007) 

where bullying behaviours experienced by student nurses contribute to WB becoming systemic 
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as “students respond to a disrespectful environment by becoming ‘harder’ themselves” (p. 277). 

In one particularly concerning example, an employee had to take HR questions to male 

colleagues, who framed the whole exchange as a discussion with ‘Jack Daniels’, a bottle of 

which they all had on their desks because the CEO and company founder had one and 

encouraged the other male employees to follow suit.  

Employee data also revealed unique themes related to the characterization of DL in their 

workplaces, indicative of the culture and organizational context. In two examples, the analogy of 

the company as a family was used to leverage loyalty and exercise control over the private life of 

the employees, such as daily 2 am meetings and being available during vacations or even a 

honeymoon. Such requests echo the unreasonable task-related behaviours noted by D’Cruz and 

Noronha (2021) outlined in Chapter 2. As with many of the themes revealed in the data, taken 

alone the notion of the workplace as a family may not appear threatening; however, when seen in 

the light of being treated badly in that environment, it perhaps appears a more sinister relation, 

and even more so when there is no support or anywhere to go for help. Such an environment 

appears fraught with the “manipulative tactics” associated with Machiavellianism, (Jones & 

Figueredo, 2013, p. 522) requiring loyalty in the face of mistreatment, where it is not difficult to 

imagine dark personalities having free reign. Other examples of a potential Dark Tetrad 

personality trait appeared in the employee theme pick a target where employees spoke of the 

tendency of a leader to always have one target that they focused on; behaviour that was 

characterized as obvious to everyone else but nonetheless went unchallenged. While this study 

did not seek to specifically investigate how dark personality traits factored into DL, it is not 

difficult to see the sadistic nature and appetite for cruelty (Buckels et al., 2013) of the Dark 

Tetrad reflected in these examples. 
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As described in Chapter 1, the public image of a company is important, particularly when 

shareholders are involved, and employee participant examples here showed the external image 

portrayed by the organization stood in contrast to their lived experiences within. Ferris (2004) 

noted this disconnect as being particularly damaging to targets who believed the organization 

“valued respectful workplaces” (p. 392). Additionally, the work of Kusy and Holloway (2009) 

illustrated the stated values of an organization are not enough to prevent negative behaviour 

without behavioural specificity around what is acceptable or unacceptable behaviour. The unsafe 

working environments described were indicative of the systemic nature of DL, where speaking up 

had consequences and the intimidation of employees was characterized as a way of managing out 

an employee who might question what was happening. This is consistent with studies that show 

escalated behaviour by the perpetrator once incidents were reported (Harrington et al., 2012). 

How DL behaviour was characterized within the organization adds to the challenges of 

dealing with it. Themes reveal it was seen as a personality or style issue and as a leader and 

employee not being a ‘good fit’. Hodgins et al. (2020) noted, “the very act of re-interpreting 

targets claims is evidence in itself of an exercise of power, where the institution re-frames the 

problem to one which it can bury, dismiss or blame on the target’s vulnerabilities or ignorance” 

(p. 275). Participants in the employee group gave examples of DL in the organizational context 

as being about power with examples of leaders claiming their positional authority as justification 

for their commands and behaviour. This is reminiscent of the ‘power wielders’ described by 

MacGregor Burns (1978). The theme of power is discussed more fully in the sub-section Power. 

Organizational denial in such re-characterization of DL behaviour may indeed be indicative of an 

organizational trap (Argyris, 2010) as outlined in Chapter 1. The rationalization of behaviour as a 

‘style’ or issues between leaders and employees being a question of ‘fit’ are examples of the 
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“defensive reasoning mind-set” (Argyris, 2010, p. 16) that lead to DL becoming undiscussable. 

By labelling behaviour in a way that suggests it is less of a choice on the part of the perpetrator, 

or simply the result of mismatch of individuals who are unable to see things the same way, the 

implication becomes that the situation has been explained and thus the organization is excused 

from the need to take any action. 

Challenges 

The themes found in data pertaining to the challenges of dealing with DL provide insight 

to the unique perspectives of each group participating in this study as five themes were unique to 

the HRP perspective and five unique to employees. Common across all groups was that fear on 

the part of the target was a big deterrent to reporting incidents as it would contribute to making 

things worse or they would lose their job altogether. The role fear plays in DL is delineated in 

the study by Kiewitz et al. (2016) examining the impacts of abusive supervision that described 

“behavioural reactions that are avoidance oriented in nature, such as fear and defensive silence” 

(p. 737). These types of reactions were seen in examples where leaders and HRP participants 

noted the reluctance of employees to formally report DL out of fear of retaliation and examples 

from employees who spoke of fear of losing their jobs or saying anything that may be used 

against them. In addition, leaders and employees identified that speaking up would not result in 

any action on the part of the organization, a finding also widely supported in the literature 

(Cowan, 2011; Ferris, 2004; Mokgolo & Barnard, 2019) with Namie and Namie (2009) noting 

“employer inertia was the most common response to reported abuse” (p. 208). Noticeably absent, 

and another surprising finding, this theme was not raised by any of the HRP participants, perhaps 

reflective of the difficulty faced by HRPs in navigating the complexities of DL incidents. 

For HRPs, challenges in dealing with DL related to themes where the characterization of 
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behaviour was a personality or fit issue as discussed above. The protection of those seen as high 

performers relates to the theme focus on results as perpetrators who are delivering on goals leads 

to bias on the part of more senior leaders who are often the decision makers where taking action 

on incidents is concerned. Fox and Cowan (2015) found, in their study of U.S. HRPs concerning 

bullying, that “if the bully is a senior producer…they excuse it, turn their head and look the other 

way” (p. 126). The finding links to themes regarding another HRP challenge of working with 

organizational leadership on solutions, where they often faced opposition based on the cost and 

effort of dealing with the perpetrator. Where resolution to incidents is concerned, the literature 

supports that HRPs are not the “ultimate authority” (Fox & Cowan, 2015, p. 126) due to their 

“subordinate power position” (Mokgolo & Barnard, 2019, p. 3). Thus, they must play the role of 

advisor to management in a recommended course of action and leave the final decision in the 

hands of another. A clear linkage can be seen here to the paradox involved in DL, where 

behaviour of leaders is expected to be dealt with by leaders, particularly in the face of the theme 

starts at the top. Given the difficulty in navigating situations where leaders are perpetrators, the 

role of HRPs is fraught with what Mokgolo and Barnard (2019) called “paradoxical stakeholder 

demands” (p. 3). Another potentially complicating factor is the presence of a union. Although a 

comment made by only one leader participant, it is worth highlighting the observation as it 

related to an increased level of difficulty in navigating a resolution to incidents of DL. This 

echoes the findings of Cox (2015) noted in Chapter 1, where the labour relations context 

influenced the level of success in processing complaints of PH. 

The other stakeholder in this triadic relationship is the employee, or target. The unique 

challenges identified by study participants indicate they feel a lack of support, but this was only 

noted in cases where the company had no formalized support role such as HR. Where there were 
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organizational supports, employees noted the lack of organizational action, the other side of the 

coin to the difficulty HRPs face in navigating resolutions. This leads to a feeling of being stuck, 

where employees become “disempowered” (EM1) or they “don’t feel like they have a way out” 

(EM5). This may also be influenced by targets finding themselves in situations where power 

dynamics, questioning of target harm or lack of culpability on the part of the perpetrator leave 

them feeling at risk from reputational harm or retaliation (Cortina & Magley, 2009). 

Also, the findings relate strongly to the theme of fear discussed previously, where the 

only options an employee may feel they have is to leave their job. As noted in Chapter 1, rates as 

high as 70% of incidents result in loss of the targets’ job (Scott, 2019; WBI, 2017, 2021). Such 

high numbers are comprised both of those who voluntarily left their position as they saw no other 

way out of the situation or, as seen in the discussion of fear, because speaking up about the 

behaviour resulted in the organization taking action against the target. When considered in light 

of the systemic nature of the behaviour noted by employee participants, this demonstrates a 

significant cultural issue within the workplace context and is discussed in the sub-section 

Culture. The reluctance of employees to raise incidents relates to the construct of organizational 

silence where employees make deliberate choices to withhold their contributions or are forced 

into silence by the “organizational climate, culture, and management style” (Tutar et al., 2021, p. 

565). The deliberate nature of such silencing was highlighted by Hickland et al. (2020) who 

studied organizational response to regulations concerning information and consultation with 

employees, and found strategies included avoidance, suppression, and neglect (p. 544) leading to 

a definition of employer silencing as “management engaging in acts of silencing workers” (p. 

538). Further study of this important aspect of DL is needed to better understand the 

complexities involved in silencing the employee voice where DL is concerned. 
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As the discussion of challenges in dealing with DL shows, there are unique issues facing 

HRPs attempting to navigate organizational culture in which DL is often systemic. Even when a 

clear picture of the damaging behaviour can be determined, the challenge of soliciting agreement 

to take action from leaders who may be part of the damaging system can be insurmountable. 

Thus, even in organizations that have policy or human resources staffing, employees may be left 

feeling a lack of support, with no clear way forward. They see a system that supports DL 

stemming from the top of the organization. Not surprisingly, the personal impacts are 

traumatizing, often taking significant time to recover from, if at all. As noted in this discussion, 

both HRPs and employees are caught up in the abuse of power by perpetrators and by senior 

leadership in the organization. Power in the characterization of DL is now discussed.  

Power 

The theme of power was found throughout the characterization of terms and behaviours 

in this study. Referring back to the previous Merriam-Webster dictionary definition of bullying, 

the behaviour is carried out by someone “stronger” or “more powerful” (https://www.merriam-

webster.com). Thus, the power dynamic in incidents of negative behaviour does not have to 

involve some type of formalized or official type of power, such as is found in typical hierarchical 

business environments. Indeed, Carbo and Hughes (2010) noted, when aiming to craft a new 

definition of WB “the term power will have to be used in a very broad manner” (p. 396). 

However, the authors describe how, for many of their study participants, the bullying was by 

someone “in a position of power higher than that of the target” (p. 396). This was also the case 

for the participants in this study, whose situations bore a resemblance to those described by 

Carbo and Hughes, where owner/operators, school administrators and officials in a hierarchical 

chain of command were perpetrators. The striking similarity in the ways study participants 
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described power indicated behaviour by someone with ‘power over’ (Krauter, 2020) who was 

using it to deliberately cause harm to those lower in the hierarchy and there are parallels to the 

definition of power by Wrong (2017) as “the capacity to produce intended and foreseen effects 

on others” (p. 21). 

The context of this study, looking at the negative behaviour of leaders, implies a power 

imbalance as seen in the review of literature (Branch & Murray, 2015; D’Cruz & Noronha, 2021; 

Salin, 2003). In this study, power was characterized in terms of the power dynamic; “senior to 

more junior” (L1), pulling rank, lording over employees and, in one example as “I have the 

power to take you, put you in a position you don’t want to be in” (EM7). OP was characterized 

as being where “the power sits” (L4) and difficult politics as an “imbalance of power” (HRP2). 

Leaders were described as wielding power over employees in terms of changing mandates 

without notifying people, exercising power to encroach on employees’ personal lives, and having 

power over the career of an employee as illustrated above. The behaviours described included 

demeaning people, exploiting weaknesses and in many examples, doing anything to obtain or 

maintain power, such as manipulation and lying. This was evidenced by the example from EM1 

when told “if you really want to be a leader, you have to learn how to lie” implying such 

behaviours are the way leaders can be successful. These are examples of the harsh power bases 

identified by Raven (2008) where coercion and legitimacy of position are used to reduce the 

perceived choice on the part of the target. 

The theme of power was found in characterizations of WB, in PH and in OP. Landells 

and Albrecht (2017) specifically linked OP to five bases of power in organizations (based on the 

work of French & Raven, 1959 noted in Chapter 2) those of connection, information, coercive, 

positional, and personal power. All of these were found in responses from participants. Two 
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were under the general, or positive, ways OP was described where connection power was seen in 

the theme relationships, and information power in the positive themes of negotiation and 

collaboration as well as the general themes of systems/norms/values. Coercive power, closely 

linked to reward power (Raven, 2008) was found in the negative themes of self-serving and 

manipulation as well as game playing and power. Positional power could be seen in the negative 

theme of power, along with personal power, seen also seen in the theme managing up.  

As outlined in the discussion of the characterization of DL in the organizational setting, 

the re-characterization of behaviour and incidents constitutes the use of institutional power. 

Hodgins et al. (2020) revealed that policies and procedures for dealing with DL type behaviour 

are themselves an example of such power. The authors argue “power is exercised in the 

organisation in a more covert manner, to protect the organisation, rather than the target” (p. 269) 

and point out that organizations in fact have more to gain in handling DL poorly by keeping the 

targets, and I would argue the HRPs, as powerless in the triadic relationship. This dynamic also 

supports ways in which DL remains an undiscussable issue for organizations. 

The Dark Triad/Dark Tetrad 

As seen throughout this discussion, it is difficult to imagine the prevalence of DL 

behaviour without considering the possibility that Dark Triad/Dark Tetrad personality traits are a 

factor in some of the behaviour described by study participants. Indeed, it can be seen as a 

critical element of this examination as Spain et al. (2014) explicated in clarifying that a dark 

personality characteristic could be viewed in its intent or its effects but “harm, of some kind, is 

almost a necessary consequence of the label dark” (p. 50, emphasis in original). As noted 

previously, it was not my intent to investigate this aspect of DL specifically, however, there are 

important considerations where dark personalities are concerned that deserve exploration as part 
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of this discussion. 

The likelihood that leaders with dark personality traits are present in workplaces has been 

established in the literature. Kay and Saucier (2020) in examining occupations favoured by those 

with DT traits found the makeup of an organization is a product of who is attracted to, selected 

for, and retained in it. In the Great British Psychopath Survey, conducted to assess the levels of 

psychopathic traits across the workforce of that country, Dutton (2012), determined that the 

number one profession for a psychopath was CEO, followed by lawyer as number two; arguably 

two professions where power is central and supported by the findings of Scheffler and Brunzel 

(2020) who reported, of the extensive studies on destructive leadership, CEO level analysis was 

found to be the most common. Not surprisingly, when organizations are looking to recruit senior 

leaders, they look for characteristics in individuals considered to be able to perform well in such 

roles. In examining narcissism Kluger (2014) noted that “the business world, with its premium 

on aggression, achievement and recognition, self-selects for this trait” (p. 86). Maccoby (2004) 

noted "productive narcissists are not only risk takers [sic] willing to get the job done but also 

charmers who can convert the masses with their rhetoric" (para. 8) making it somewhat easy to 

see the attraction for an organization. The author also stated "it is narcissists who come closest to 

our collective image of great leaders. There are two reasons for this: they have compelling, even 

gripping, visions for companies, and they have an ability to attract followers" (para. 15) both 

facets attractive in the increasingly complex business world today. The picture of the visionary, 

inspiring leader could be very appealing to an organization looking for strong role models and 

engaged employees. However, it may result in senior leaders whose perspective is skewed too 

much toward their own aspirations and achievements at the expense of others, as outlined by L2 

who spoke of the large number of VPs who were let go for not conforming to the wishes of the 
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CEO. 

When looking to fill leadership roles, organizations use a variety of methods to identify 

and recruit new members. Research looking at recruitment confirms that “initial impressions 

formed at the beginning of the interview make a substantive impact on final impressions” 

(Carnes et al., 2019, p. 357) a finding that illustrates those skilled at impression management 

may fare well in such situations. Referring back to Chapter 1 and the literature describing the 

ability of those with psychopathic traits to charm their way through the recruiting process, 

Babiak and Hare (2006) noted some traits can be misread in the recruiting process where "taking 

charge, making decisions, and getting others to do what you want are classic features of 

leadership and management, yet they can also be well-packaged forms of coercion, domination, 

and manipulation" (preface, para. 7). Boddy et al. (2021) also noted, “abilities to lie convincingly 

and feign emotions are two of the skills which allow subclinical psychopaths to excel in job 

interviews and gain promotion over other people” (p. 73). There may be some advantages for 

organizations in selecting leaders with some of these traits, as they can withstand the pressures of 

senior leadership and inspire those within the organization to achieve lofty goals. The challenge 

then becomes how to strike the right balance between expectations for job performance and the 

responsibility for creating psychologically safe workplaces. The theme of recruitment is 

discussed further in the Recommendations section. 

Policy 

Studies have shown that policies governing workplace conduct are often ineffective 

(Cowan, 2011; Salin, 2008) supporting the findings here. Ferris et al. (2021) stated, “failure of 

policy generally occurs at the implementation stage and was often derailed by managers who 

lacked confidence and/or by HR professionals who felt torn between organizational and 
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individual protections to implement a policy" (p. 77). My study confirms, if policy does exist, it 

is often rendered less than effective by poor implementation. However, a surprise finding shows 

it can even serve a negative purpose when it acts as a guide for how to work around it. In 

discussion with L3, who worked in municipal politics, they considered OP would be more 

prevalent in the typical business environment due to policies and departments such as human 

resources that aim to hold members accountable for their behaviour. In other words, providing 

tighter controls would necessitate greater maneuvering and manipulation to ensure self-serving 

aims could be met. Thus, it is worthy of note that leaders whose behaviour is driven by dark trait 

personalities may not be deterred by organizational boundaries. Indeed, such personalities may 

well be more inclined to fit the working around policy theme, where the delineation of 

acceptable and unacceptable behaviour merely acts as a guideline for how or when to maneuver.  

Also of concern, associated with policy and the exercise of power within organizations 

are the findings of Hodgins et al. (2020) who revealed, “an analysis of 15 anti-bullying policies 

found none emphasized [sic] the power imbalance aspect of bullying…in this sense, policy is, or 

is almost, deliberately power-blind” (p. 271). Therefore, one could argue a required element in 

any code of conduct type policy is specificity around the use or abuse of power. However, the 

authors stipulate, rather than start there “the value base of the organisation is the place to start” 

(p. 283) further reinforcing the fully integrated approach encouraged by leaders and HRPs, 

discussed further in the Culture and Recommendations sections. 

HRPs saw some benefit to policy if it goes beyond what is required by law governing 

workplace conduct. It needs to be integrated with company values, using the language of the 

organization to ensure it is clearly understood and easily interpreted. My recommendation is, 

where possible, it should be workshopped with representative employees at all levels of the 
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company. There are multiple benefits to this approach as it provides the opportunity for 

employees to see how seriously the organization takes respectful behaviour, brings their voice in 

to the governance of behaviour, and creates champions of change who can promote the approach 

throughout the company. 

COVID-19 

With only six participants able to provide their insights regarding COVID-19 impacts, 

these findings represent a very small sample and are indicative only of areas where more in-

depth research is required. Taken in context of the themes across this study, however, there are 

consistencies with other areas of focus. Specifically, DL may be influenced or impacted by the 

COVID-19 pandemic as it relates to shortcomings in leader ability. The changes to working 

conditions, with employees required to work from home or under stringent health measures, lead 

to more controlling behaviour and micromanagement, indicative of a lack of trust between 

leaders and employees.  

Culture 

Writing about the need to study organizational culture differently, Schein (1996) stated, 

“I believe our failure to take culture seriously enough stems from our methods of inquiry, which 

put a greater premium on abstractions that can be measured than on careful ethnographic or 

clinical observation of organizational phenomena” (p. 229). The organizational phenomena of 

DL under investigation here have been explored from three perspectives, the triad of individuals 

involved in incidents of negative leader behaviour that must be managed in the workplace. There 

are instances throughout this discussion where the cultural context comes into sharp focus. The 

theme of DL being systemic is an obvious reflection of organizational culture where the 

behaviour is characterized as “just part of the furniture” (HRP2). This is again reflective of the 



 
THE CHARACTERIZATION OF DARK LEADERSHIP  
 

 

184 

work climate of power imbalance characterized by Samnani and Singh (2016 where lack of 

support for targets normalizes DL behaviour. However, attention must be paid to the theme starts 

at the top, found in data across all three perspectives to better understand the context for such 

tolerance.  

In the starts at the top theme leaders and HRPs made it very clear that the desired culture 

had to start at the executive level, where appropriate behaviours need to be modelled and where 

clear action must be seen when dealing with those that do not conform in a willingness to 

“sacrifice the delivery that the competent asshole makes” (HRP3). Highlighting the role of 

leaders in culture, Warrick (2017) stated, “although many factors influence culture, 

organizational cultures primarily reflect their leaders. Leaders influence culture through their 

strategies, practices, values, leadership style, and example” (p. 397). Leaders at all levels bear the 

responsibility for the culture of the organization and the top-down approach found in the 

organizations in this study appears to facilitate the negative behaviours described. Warrick also 

posed, “the types of behaviors that are valued and devalued influence the shaping of an 

organizational culture significantly” (p. 398), thus the behaviours rewarded throughout the 

leadership ranks set the tone. When Jack Daniels is literally the answer to HR questions, or 

‘family’ loyalty involves working on your honeymoon, the cultural stage is set; the power lies at 

the top of the organization and those that conform and deliver results are rewarded.  

A theme common to all participants when asked for recommendations for improvements 

was cultivating respectful workplace culture. Looking to the literature, WB was found to be 

enabled by cultures that tolerate it (Baillien et al., 2009; Samnani & Singh, 2016). Such cultures 

can emerge where a heightened focus on results may promote toughness as almost a requisite 

skill (Branch & Murray, 2015). It therefore becomes critical to place focus on the aspects of the 
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organization that create a desirable culture within the workplace. In addition to the importance of 

senior leadership and clearly defining what behaviours you value as acceptable it also requires 

integrating measures to assess the performance of those given responsibility for leading others. 

The observations of Cook and Szumal (2000) on organizational culture provide a good 

foundation on which to examine existing and desired culture. Their theoretical model for how 

culture works explicates the disconnect between the espoused values of an organization, 

underlying assumptions and the behavioural norms and expectations due to the influences of 

structures, systems and technology. Gaining such perspective may shed light on the differences 

felt by employees between the public image of the organization and their experiences and on the 

systems/norms/values identified in the findings related to OP, where participants spoke of the 

rules that have to be followed and the ways decisions are made. It is worth noting here that 

applying a social systems lens was not the intent of this study; however, there are many avenues 

for future research using Oshry’s (2020) patterns of systemic relationships or further exploration 

of the ecological lens applied by Johnson (2011), described in Chapter 2. 

Leader Competence 

As the findings regarding lack of leader ability demonstrate, the competence of leaders is 

an important facet of DL. Themes in leader competence illustrated leader competency models 

were not well used in some organizations, and even at the leader level where they apply directly, 

they were not well integrated resulting in them being vague and not memorable highlighting a 

missing element in the supports available to those in leadership roles. In addition, themes 

indicating those promoted to leadership positions are often employees who have technical 

competence in their given line of work who are left without any initial or ongoing development 

in leadership skills point to another gap, where the title, or position, of leader is insufficient to 
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indicate any level of skill in leading or managing others. Considering these findings, the methods 

used to determine the competence of leaders become crucial. Themes uncovered in the data 

indicate a tendency for organizations to assess leader performance subjectively, with a narrow, 

view from above focus and a lack of input sought from the employee population, where 

participants had no knowledge of how or even if their leaders’ performance was determined. The 

lack of supports or meaningful skills development for leaders may explain the findings that DL 

incidents can be the result of a personal insecurity or lack of leader ability. 

Leader Assessment and Development 

Assessment of performance is key to determining effectiveness in any role and 

organizations use varying methods of performance management, including informal 

conversations, gathering multisource feedback (MSF) and quantitative measures of results. 

Criticisms of performance management include performance only being measured on an annual 

cycle where the process becomes an administrative task governed by deadlines to present to the 

senior leadership and/or Board, and they lack any real dialogue or insights regarding day-to-day 

performance (Kesler, 2002). In fact, London (2019) pointed out “limiting assessment to 

annual…rituals linked to “hot” outcomes, such as compensation and promotion, introduces 

political and interpersonal dynamics that limit their value” (p. 58). In other words, those who are 

good at managing up or the game playing of OP may be able to influence their assessment 

results as noted by Erickson et al. (2015) as “impression management techniques targeted at their 

more senior manager” (p. 269). One other concerning observation from the results of this study 

involves the healthcare industry where the number of direct reports mentioned by study 

participants is often over 40, and even as high as 90, making it impossible to imagine anyone 

being able to provide meaningful assessment of performance to each individual. 



 
THE CHARACTERIZATION OF DARK LEADERSHIP  
 

 

187 

The review of literature established that competency models can play an integral part 

where organizational leadership is concerned (Seemiller, 2016). In establishing the requisite 

skills for success in leadership positions, competency models “can be useful for articulating sets 

of leader characteristics that apply across an organization” (London, 2019, p. 62). However, as 

results here indicate, they can also have limited effectiveness where the content is not tied to 

performance or a proliferation of models at all levels can lead to model fatigue. Flinn (2018), in 

describing a move away from the traditional leadership development mantra, described using the 

competency framework of an organization as the basis of measurement to determine where gaps 

existed and, thus, where development should be focused, an approach “still very much in 

evidence across the leadership industry” (p. 41). 

In addition to measuring goal attainment, assessment of performance is used to determine 

what development may be required to support the continued growth of individuals. The 

behaviour and impact of leaders is often measured using a type of MSF known as a 3600 review 

where raters from above and below as well as peers in the hierarchy are invited to answer 

questions about leader effectiveness. However, research has shown “on average, standalone MSF 

interventions are not particularly successful at fostering leadership development” (Hezlett, 2008, 

p. 704). Indeed, Flinn (2018) indicated, “I find 3600 feedback tools that look to separate the 

behaviours of individuals from the social processes in which they emerge unhelpful” (p. 94). 

Multiple sources of input should be sought to assessing performance as an ongoing dialogue 

rather than a point in time measure. 

Education for leaders was among the recommendations made for improvement found in 

all groups. The literature on leader development outlined the breadth of approaches conceived 

and evolved over the years. Many of these approaches may be taught only in academic 
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institutions or glossed over in MBA curriculums and even then, not in a way that situates them 

adequately in the practical skills required in organizations (Nirenberg, 2003; Pfeffer & Fong, 

2004). Where theories do become popular in the organizational setting they may be offered up as 

the next great thing to move the organization forward but lack any real connection to what 

leaders actually do, or how they behave (Pfeffer, 2015). Beer et al. (2016) found “participants in 

corporate education programs often tell us that the context in which they work makes it difficult 

for them to put what they’re taught into practice” (p. 52). The authors go on to note the structures 

within organizations such as leadership styles, people’s backgrounds, and internal processes act 

against real change. Perhaps, for individual interventions to be successful, attention must be paid 

to the organizational context as well as the awareness of the perpetrator’s behaviour within such 

context. Advocating for such a complexity approach to leadership development, Flinn (2018) 

urged readers to “take seriously a social understanding of leadership” (p. 5) and practice 

reflexive curiosity, a process of “sense-making, reflexivity and practical judgement” (p. 69).  

Among the recommendations related to development of leaders, HRP4 talked about 

making a range of options available such as coaches and executive education, likening it to the 

experts available to professional athletes. One-to-one support such as this is encapsulated in the 

Leadership Inquiry Support (LIS) developed by Piggot-Irvine and Biggs (2019), going beyond 

the traditional coaching, mentoring, or counselling. The approach reinforces the need for 

flexible, innovative supports for leaders faced with the need, or desire, to evolve their thinking 

and behaviour. On the latter point, another important consideration is that the mere presence of 

opportunities for development of leader capability is not sufficient to guarantee that they will 

produce results. Dark trait personalities have been found to be less receptive to development 

activities (Harms et al., 2011) except for those high in narcissism who may be more prone to 
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want to be seen as ‘the best’ in a development setting. 

It can be argued the real work of leadership is in accomplishing things with others and 

more about ‘how do we?’ as opposed to ‘how do I?’ so aptly captured by L4 who, as a business 

owner, spoke of employees as those that worked ‘with’ them not ‘for’ them. Thus, a critical area 

for leader development is in managing and developing employees, where the art of coaching and 

developing team members can address the concerns expressed by participants in the HRP group 

of performance feedback perceived by employees as WB. Another topic area for leaders to 

develop was illustrated in the discussion of OP where there is a need for leaders to understand 

OP and the role they play in efficacy within the organizational environment. Educating leaders in 

skillful negotiation and influencing can assist them in gaining support for initiatives and change 

and, if done well, can demonstrate a clear delineation between the productive behaviours that 

promote collaboration and those of destructive manipulation. Equipping leaders with these skills 

could also facilitate the “healthy debate” outlined by HRP2 as a positive aspect of OP.  

As with any successful learning intervention there should be some level of assessment of 

skill before and after the learning occurs (Kirkpatrick, 1994). Integrating elements of people 

leadership to the performance management system used to assess leader effectiveness can aid in 

providing reinforcement of improvements. However, assessment must include what Beer et al. 

(2016) refer to as “unvarnished employee feedback” (p. 57) something that might be difficult to 

achieve unless the respectful workplace culture, advocated for by study participants has been 

achieved. Recommendations related to integrating performance management and for building of 

culture are among those now discussed.  

Recommendations 

Recommendations for how to better manage and reduce DL were sought from study 
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participants and the common themes described in Chapter 4 reveal there are actions available to 

organizations wanting to make changes. These have been touched on in the areas of discussion 

applicable, such as leader assessment and development. This section discusses participants’ 

recommendations with links to the literature and my own observations. They illustrate what 

Senge (2006) would term “patterns of interdependency” (p. 343) within a system that must be 

seen and addressed to change what is not working. 

Cultivating Respectful Workplace Culture. As seen in the discussion of culture, the tone 

set by the senior leadership of an organization can have a dramatic impact on the prevalence of 

DL behaviour. Thus, it can be argued that the collection of recommendations made by study 

participants, when taken as a whole, can lead to the respectful workplace culture spoken about by 

participants in each of the groups with a fully integrated approach lead by strong messaging from 

the executive team down. Indeed, many of the guidelines for building and sustaining culture 

made by Warrick (2017) appear in the recommendations here such as role modelling desired 

behaviours, recruiting and developing for culture, and recognition of desired behaviours. The use 

of a tool such as the Organizational Culture Inventory (Cook & Szumal, 2000), a quantitative 

measurement of 12 behavioural norms, may be useful to organizations wanting to understand 

more about their current culture and where they can look to making changes (see www.human-

synergistics.com.au). 

Modelling Behaviour. In addition to the commentary from L4 where leaders see 

employees as part of a collective effort, ‘working with’ them in achieving the goals of the 

organization, participants in all groups recommended that leaders need to represent the behaviour 

they value in the organization advocated for by Erickson et al. (2015) who noted this as 

“imperative” (p. 271). Rooting this desired behaviour in the values of the organization and living 
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those values can help the demonstration of walking the talk that EM2 advocated for. 

Public Recognition Living Values/Good Leadership. The demonstration of lived values 

can be enhanced by identifying and celebrating examples, captured so well by L5 when they 

said, “make the values come off the wall and walk down the hall.” Linking to learning occurring 

on the job or through the example of others, this could be a powerful way for any organization to 

signal what behaviour will get you noticed and reinforce what constitutes good leadership. If the 

systemic nature of DL is a pervasive issue in organizations this has the potential to promote the 

bright side of leadership as the norm. 

Recruitment. The improvement theme of recruitment was found in comments by leaders 

and HRPs and was touched on in the discussion of the Dark Triad/Dark Tetrad, where caution is 

required to determine if, or how much, an individual may possess dark traits. HRP5 commented 

on the need to understand a “person’s leadership style.” There are psychometric instruments 

designed to assist organizations in determining the strengths and areas of caution in personality. 

The website Personality Assessor (www.personalityassessor.com) is run by social-personality 

psychologist Nathan W. Hudson, of Southern Methodist University. The free personality tests 

offered on the website generate data for ongoing academic research using anonymously collected 

data from the assessments with participant consent as a pre-requisite. The test “Your Dark (and 

Light) Personality Traits” measures the big five personality traits “agreeableness, 

conscientiousness, extraversion, emotional stability or neuroticism, and openness to experience” 

(Giberson et al., 2009) and the darker side Dark Triad traits. This 15-minute test warns that dark 

traits are “inherently negative.” There are also commercially available assessments such as those 

offered by Hogan (www.hoganassessments.com) who measure personality for business. Their 

website notes their testing includes “measuring the bright side, dark side, and inside of 
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personality” (Hogan, n.d.). Psychometric instruments are known to have drawbacks and 

limitations such as questions related to reliability and validity and concerns over language used 

in feedback reports (Furnham, 2018). Such instruments may illuminate certain personality 

characteristics that can be useful both in recruitment and also assessment of leaders; however, 

they can also lead to unhelpful labels if not considered in the context of the broader intent to 

deepen understanding or development opportunities. 

On a further element of recruitment, L1 specifically highlighted an experience with DL 

where the participant was able to discover two sources who had worked with the leader 

previously and “in both circumstances, the behaviour was exactly the same.” Thus, gaining an 

understanding of past behaviour, looking beyond lists of impressive accomplishments is critical 

when hiring for key organizational leadership positions. Perhaps equally important is the internal 

recruitment of leaders. In my experience, there was no input sought from the current direct 

reports of someone already in a leadership position if they applied for a leadership role elsewhere 

in the organization. Discussions with HRPs on this issue during my working experience centered 

around concerns of bias where an employee who may have ‘an axe to grind’ may not give a fair 

assessment. However, perhaps such commentary from employees may be an indicator of 

potential concerns worthy of investigation. Better yet, when employee input becomes the norm 

for assessing the performance of anyone who bears responsibility for leading people, the 

evidence of skill would already be apparent.  

Integrated Performance Management. Related to the last point, participants in all 

groups made recommendations for improvements to how leader performance was assessed. As 

Pfeffer (2015) stipulated, we cannot realize the move to leaders who are good for employees 

unless we hold leaders accountable for their behaviour, yet as the findings concerning leader 
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assessment show, the subjective opinion of the person a leader reports to appears to be the norm. 

Leader participants saw the need for a well-integrated approach that ties expectations around 

behaviour to the values of the organization, where both ‘what’ is accomplished and ‘how’ it is 

accomplished are equally valued. Tying performance to rewards was also noted in the HRP 

group, where bonuses typically used as incentives to goal achievement, should also be linked to 

behaviour. Flinn (2018) explained the potential of these types of incentives to promote self-

interest and a sole focus on results where shareholders are “incentivising executive managers to 

drive the value of the share price and dividends upwards, by linking senior management 

remuneration and bonuses to these measures” (p. 19). This suggests a strong performance 

motivation and, thus, a potentially powerful change if such incentives were tied to the promotion 

of respectful workplace culture. Going further still, is the suggestion, by L2, to add 

accountability for the behaviour of senior leadership as a risk item to be monitored as a board 

governance issue. 

Starts at the Top. A now familiar theme this research has highlighted a line can be drawn 

from the top of an organization to DL behaviour. Giberson et al. (2009), in a study examining the 

personality traits of CEOs and the effects on various aspects of organizational culture, found the 

“personality of top-level leaders is felt throughout the organization by impacting the types of 

people who join and remain with the organization, norms that sanction or discourage member 

behavior” (p. 135). It is certainly possible that the CEO, and even the executive leadership team 

are unaware of DL within the lower leadership levels and do not behave that way themselves as 

top-down assessment of performance and skilled managing up can obscure such a reality. 

However, if value is placed on a desired culture, where respectful relationships are expected, and 

psychological safety, where individuals feel comfortable in interpersonal risk-taking, is 



 
THE CHARACTERIZATION OF DARK LEADERSHIP  
 

 

194 

cultivated it can send the type of strong message leader and HRP participants called for. This 

recommendation is closely tied to the prior recommendations around recruitment and integrated 

performance management, where organizations wanting to address DL must have a clear view of 

what behaviour is taking place from the senior leadership team down throughout the leadership 

ranks. 

Leader Education. As discussed previously, development interventions must adapt to the 

needs of both the organization and the individuals. In the increasingly complex world where 

organizations have become entrenched in the demands of the market for ever increased profit and 

shareholder value, perhaps what is needed is a move away from the somewhat linear approach 

where thinking regarding leader development draws a line from competency models and 

assessment of skill gaps through to development plans. Participants in all groups recognized the 

need for improved education for leaders in this recommendation. It also links closely to 

recommendations for HR education where leaders saw the need to better equip HRPs to deal 

with DL and employees spoke of their own such needs in calls for employee education on how to 

cope with DL behaviour and advocate for themselves. Improvements to how DL is characterized 

in organizations can help to address the need for better education, as discussed in the 

characterization of the behaviour. Language more inclusive of the range of behaviours, education 

around the nature of gaslighting or how OP can turn from change strategy to manipulation, can 

help to bring the dark side to life. 

Protections for Employees. There were study participants who worked in organizations 

where there were either no supports or inadequate supports where workplace misconduct was 

concerned, such as the intern who worked for a sole proprietor. There is perhaps a caution to 

those who go to work in small organizations or workplaces such as startups, where workplace 
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conduct policy and other such supports may be lacking. The recommendations, made only by 

employee participants, involved making available avenues for support such as external entities or 

third-party organizations specializing in investigations and the handling of WB. A closely linked 

recommendation, made by all groups, requires follow through on policy, something that could be 

aided by resources not caught in the organizational politics. I would also add to this 

recommendation that the governing bodies of certified professions look closely at their methods 

of qualification. Requiring the logging of hours as an intern can set up the conditions where a 

qualified practitioner, as sole proprietor, can let their DL behaviour reign freely with no 

accountability. Targets, who often do not have many choices of where to achieve their required 

hours, are thus left defenseless. 

Public Awareness. The two leader participants passionate about bringing DL out in the 

light were both speaking from their personal experience. Their calls for public recognition of this 

issue resonated with my own desire to see this very damaging issue acknowledged and 

addressed. As my last point in the prior recommendation demonstrates, the lack of recognition of 

DL allows the behaviour to continue. The findings of this research will provide me with the 

platform to work on bringing DL into the light. 

Limitations and Future Research 

It must be considered among the limitations of this study that the pragmatic approach and 

use of SI as a theoretical framework created an inherent bias. In his review of pragmatism and 

SI, Dennis (2011) pointed out “Huber (1973: 275) argues that SI ‘shares with the philosophy of 

pragmatism, from which it originates, an epistemology which makes it reflect the social biases of 

the researcher and of the people whose behavior is observed’” (p. 463). As a primary objective of 

the research was to represent the voice of those who have experienced DL, I feel this did not 
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have a detrimental effect to the outcome. As the study participants provided their unique 

perspectives, the findings cannot be generalized to all organizations. However, they are reflective 

of insights found in the extant literature. 

As described in Chapter 3, a second limitation is a potential bias in the identification of 

the study population. My initial group of contacts had some experience with DL by either 

experiencing it directly or witnessing it happening to others. Their views could have influenced 

their willingness to invite others to participate who they felt shared a common belief about the 

behaviour. 

A third limitation was variation between groups of the number of participants who agreed 

to participate, with almost twice the number of employee participants than in the leader or HRP 

groups. A larger sample size in the latter two groups may have revealed further confirming, or 

disconfirming, data that would add to the strength of findings from those populations. To this 

point I offer the following from Guest et al. (2006): 

without a doubt, anyone can find, literally, an infinite number of ways to parse up and 

interpret even the smallest of qualitative data sets. At the other extreme, an analyst could 

gloss over a large data set and find nothing of interest. In this respect, saturation is reliant 

on researcher qualities and has no boundaries. (p. 77) 

The inclusion of four more employee participants may have contributed to an increased number 

of themes found in the employee group data as more experiences were shared, suggesting that a 

larger sample size for the leader and HRP groups may have contributed to additional themes in 

the data. Further to this, Braun and Clarke (2021) discussed the concept of saturation in TA, 

critiquing typical definitions of data redundancy, where no new information is found in the data 

in subsequent interviews. In reflexive TA, the authors point out the evolving nature of codes for 
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the researcher as familiarity with the data deepens and caution, they should not be “reified into 

ontologically real things” (p. 207, emphasis in the original). 

One final limitation is one encountered by many researchers trying to explore DL. While 

this study included the perspectives of leaders on the issue of DL it did not access the perspective 

of leaders as perpetrators. The difficulty in identifying participants who were known to have 

exhibited DL was noted when I described using snowball sampling to source the study 

population. As the findings of my research demonstrate, the wilful blindness exhibited by 

organizations to the existence of DL is certainly a barrier to research aimed at further 

understanding this damaging behaviour. 

The findings presented here reveal that a broader range of behaviours needs to be 

included in the language of workplaces to ensure a full understanding of DL and the damage it 

can cause. However, further research is needed to explore PH and OP in relation to DL. 

Specifically, how the inclusion of these terms and the corresponding behaviours in policy and 

education may benefit organizations attempting to change culture where DL thrives. In addition, 

studies looking at the nature and prevalence of DL in both the U.S. and Canada can help further 

illuminate this damaging behaviour. One such study that released initial results in March of 

2022, revealed 71.4 per cent of workers have experienced at least one form of harassment and 

abuse in their workplace in 2021, indicating a staggering number of people experiencing 

negative behaviour in Canadian organizations (Bhargava, 2022). As noted, the relationship 

between OP and norms and values is not well explored and could provide valuable insights to 

strengthen the need for an integrated approach where values play a significant role in guiding 

leader selection, assessment, and development.  
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Chapter 6: Summary 

While conducting my research a very public case of DL has been playing out in the 

media in Canada. The former Governor General of Canada, Julie Payette, was accused of 

creating a toxic climate of harassment and verbal abuse at Rideau Hall where many staffers fled 

what they called an atmosphere of bullying and harassment at its worst (Burke & Everson, 2020, 

para. 1). In the initial reports of her behaviour, she was said to have “yelled at, belittled and 

publicly humiliated employees” (para. 6). This led to members of staff leaving, taking leaves of 

absence, and seeking transfers to different positions. The news report indicates their sources wish 

to remain anonymous “because they feared they could lose their jobs or their careers could 

suffer” (para. 5). Attempts to raise the issue internally resulted in a “closed loop” (para. 58) 

because human resources must take them to Payette’s secretary and long-time friend who was 

also accused of “harassing employees” (para. 9). The article goes on to outline that despite 

Payette’s behaviour being apparent in prior work settings, there had been a lack of due diligence 

regarding prior employment. One of her former employers, Canada Lands, was not contacted by 

the Prime Minister’s Office prior to her appointment as the Governor General. A former board 

member of Canada Lands who was quoted as having direct knowledge on the matter said, “the 

red flags were her relationship with her employees, her controlling attitude and her resistance to 

administrative authority” (para. 29). Interestingly, the same article notes that the board of 

directors at Canada Lands “rushed to hire Payette without the normal due diligence or evaluation 

process” (para. 30) because they were “bowled over by her charisma and celebrity status” (para. 

30). Sound familiar? 

The topic of DL is, as seen throughout this dissertation, multi-faceted and very complex. 

The literature supporting much of the findings of this study reflects similar recommendations for 
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improvements. This study adds some further insight, illustrating how the inclusion of PH and 

OP, and their associated negative behaviours, can help in defining positive values, delineating 

acceptable and unacceptable behaviour, and fulsome codes of conduct. Such policies should be a 

product of input from all levels in the organization, using the specific language of the 

organization. An integrated approach, tying together recruitment criteria with assessment and 

development activity can ensure all employees understand the contribution of behaviour to their 

organizational culture and how that culture must be maintained by calling out instances that 

threaten psychological safety. The findings of this study add weight to the evidence in the 

literature of the key role the CEO and executive team play in organizational culture (Kesler, 

2002; Longenecker & Insch, 2018). Senior leadership must clearly articulate its priorities in 

terms of respectful workplace culture, the importance of assessment and development of leaders 

and their ongoing commitment to evaluating and enhancing the effectiveness of measures that 

support those priorities. Unless the behaviour of the top leadership of an organization is held to 

account, no amount of work toward any of these improvements will change the systemic nature 

of DL. Of great importance, is how the performance of leaders is assessed, if measures are top-

down and subjective then the behaviour can continue unabated. Without input from employees, 

the assessment of leader performance is simply an exercise in ticking the boxes of required 

results.  

Schyns et al. (2019) asked if “the ‘dark side’ should actually be considered a facet of 

leadership, or it merely belongs to the realm of poor managerial practices” (p. 190). To this I 

would say insufficient voice is given to DL and it must be considered a facet of leadership. 

Placing focus on desirable behaviours, even in the face of describing unacceptable behaviour, is 

not enough to illuminate what damage is being done in the shadows. We must give DL a place in 



 
THE CHARACTERIZATION OF DARK LEADERSHIP  
 

 

200 

the lexicon of negative workplace behaviour. Leadership educators have a responsibility to 

introduce, discuss, and examine the construct and to champion the development of leaders who 

understand the benefits of ‘power with’ and ‘power to’ (Krauter, 2020). Leadership curriculums 

in higher education, organizations specializing in leader development, executive coaches, and 

anyone involved in the developing of leaders need to understand DL and its impacts. It must be 

included as integral to building the leaders we need in organizations where what not to do is 

acknowledged as being of equal importance to the skills and abilities required for successful 

leadership. Linking back to the theoretical framework for the study, SI recognizes “our meanings 

can change and our actions and interpretations can spur these changes” (Charmaz et al., 2019, p. 

26). If organizations are going to be successful in dealing with DL it must be discussed and 

understood. Better yet, if we develop leaders who understand the dark side of leadership 

sufficiently to avoid behaving that way, we may develop generations of leaders with new 

interpretations of what leading means. 

Sadly, I conclude the answer to my question asked at the beginning of this dissertation, 

about whether we have all fallen down the rabbit hole, is a resounding yes. The nature of 

organizational structures, whether publicly traded companies, local governments, or educational 

institutions are such that the leaders we put at the helm, set the tone. The complex systems at 

play within such organizations can facilitate DL, allow it to go unchallenged and undiscussed, 

despite policies and codes of conduct, despite public images lauding values, despite departments 

named for the human resources needed to operate, where one could reasonably expect to find 

support. DL is thriving with little to challenge it, a fact that seems as nonsensical as Alice’s 

experiences in Wonderland (Carroll, 1865). 

“’No, no!’ said the Queen. ‘Sentence first – verdict afterwards’” (Carroll, 1865, p. 99)
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Appendix A: Employee Participant Recruitment 

[Date here] 
 
Dear [Prospective Participant], 
 
I am currently completing the requirements to obtain a Doctor of Social Sciences degree 
through Royal Roads University (RRU). My credentials with RRU can be verified by 
contacting my supervisor, Prof. Piggot-Irvine at Eileen.PiggotIrvine@Royalroads.ca. The 
research has been approved by the Royal Roads University Research Ethics Board and any 
questions in this regard can be addressed to ethicalreview@royalroads.ca. 
 
The objective of my research is to explore how people understand some of the terms used to 
describe negative behaviour by leaders and the nature of that behaviour within their 
organizations. I am reaching out to you as we have discussed your own experience with this 
type of behaviour in the past. In order to reduce any potential bias in my research, I am seeking 
your assistance in identifying other people who may have had a similar experience and who 
may be willing to participate in my research project.  

If you know of others who have experienced this type of behaviour from a leader, please pass 
along the information in the attachment, and request that they contact me directly at 
Hilary.Quosai@Royalroads.ca. If helpful, here is a paragraph (in italics) you could include in 
your email: 

My friend/colleague Hilary Quosai is conducting research for her Doctor, Social Sciences 
degree and is looking for participants that would be interested in discussing negative leader 
behaviour in organizations. I thought you might be interested in being interviewed for her study 
and have attached information from her that outlines the details. If you are interested after 
reading the attached, you can contact her at Hilary.Quosai@royalroads.ca. 

The attachment outlines what participation will involve as well as information about 
confidentiality and the right to withdraw from the project. I encourage you to read through this 
before forwarding to anyone, to ensure you are comfortable with the parameters of the research. 
Also, it is important to consider your relationship with anyone you share this information with. 
If you have any type of managerial or supervision role over an individual, this would be 
considered a power relationship and, therefore, not appropriate for inclusion in this research 
project. If you have any questions about the project or the requirement to participate please do 
not hesitate to contact me. 
 
Thank you for your support, 
 
Hilary 
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Appendix B: Overview: Investigation of Negative Leader Behaviour Research Project 

Hello, 
 
My name is Hilary Quosai, and I am currently completing the requirements to obtain a Doctor 
of Social Sciences degree through Royal Roads University (RRU). My credentials with RRU 
can be verified by contacting my supervisor, Prof. Piggot-Irvine at 
Eileen.PiggotIrvine@Royalroads.ca. 
The research has been approved by the Royal Roads University Research Ethics Board and any 
questions in this regard can be addressed to ethicalreview@royalroads.ca. 
 
The research 
The research will explore negative leader behaviour in organizations, how it is seen within 
organizations from different perspectives, what impacts it has and how this can be changed. All 
information gathered will form the dissertation component of my Doctor of Social Sciences 
program. The dissertation will be made available to you. 
 
The process for the research 
As a research participant, you will be asked to take part in an interview of approximately 45 to 
90 minutes in duration. The interview will be conducted by voice only using the online 
communications tool Zoom and you will have the option to connect into the meeting using a 
computer or a phone. Subsequently, you will receive a written transcript of the interview for 
your review and verification. Your total time commitment, depending on the length of the 
interview, is estimated to be no more than two and a half hours spread over a number of weeks. 
 
Information will be recorded in both audio and hand-written format and, where appropriate 
summarized, in anonymous format, in the body of my report. During data gathering and 
analysis, alpha-numeric codes will be used to identify the results obtained from individuals and 
no participant names will appear on any documentation. At no time will any specific comments 
be attributed to any individual. All data will be kept strictly confidential and maintained, in 
electronic form in password protected files or, in written form, in a locked cabinet. 
 
The raw data collected from interviews and specific participant information will not be retained 
beyond the completion of requirements for the Doctor of Social Sciences program up to a 
maximum of three years. All data and participant information will be shredded, and all audio 
recording will be erased including information pertaining to participants who chose to 
withdraw from this research project. The analysis of the data will be a critical part of my final 
dissertation. Your valuable comments and ideas will be used in my final dissertation as well as 
other public articles or presentations, but at no point will what you say ever be attributed to 
you. Your participation is strictly confidential. 
 
You are not compelled to participate in this research project. If you do choose to participate, 
you are free to withdraw without prejudice and may choose to withdraw at any time. If you are 
uncomfortable at any time during the interview, you can ask to stop, and all data will be 
deleted. You can also withdraw at any time by notifying me by email and your data will be 
deleted at that time. It is important to note that, once you submit your approved interview 
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transcript back to me you can no longer withdraw your participation, to allow for complete data 
analysis. You will be reminded of this at the time your transcript is sent to you. 
 
What you can expect from me: 

1. Confirmation that I have received your email indicating your willingness to participate. 
2. Request for dates/times that are convenient for you to conduct the interview and your 

preferred method of contact. 
3. Email containing Informed Consent to take part in the research. This must be completed 

and returned to me indicating your agreement, prior to the interview. 
4. Request for demographic information. Should you choose to provide demographic 

information it will include data such as: gender, age range, years of working experience, 
type of organization worked for (i.e. sector). 

5. Interview session involving open-ended questions about your experience with negative 
leader behaviour, the nature of that type of behaviour in your organization, what ways, if 
any, things could be improved. 

6. Email with your interview transcript seeking verification that the information is accurate. 
7. Confirmation that I have received your verified transcript. 
8. Summary of the findings and access to my completed dissertation. 

 
If you would like to participate in my research project, or have any questions, please contact me 
at Hilary.Quosai@Royalroads.ca. 
 
 
Sincerely, 
 
Hilary Quosai 
Doctoral Candidate 
Royal Roads University 
Hilary.Quosai@Royalroads.ca 
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Appendix C: HRP Participant Recruitment 

[Date here] 
 
Dear [Prospective Participant], 
 
I am currently completing the requirements to obtain a Doctor of Social Sciences degree 
through Royal Roads University (RRU). My credentials with RRU can be verified by 
contacting my supervisor, Prof. Piggot-Irvine at Eileen.PiggotIrvine@Royalroads.ca. The 
research has been approved by the Royal Roads University Research Ethics Board and any 
questions in this regard can be addressed to ethicalreview@royalroads.ca. 
 
The objective of my research is to explore how people understand some of the terms used to 
describe negative behaviour by leaders and the nature of that behaviour within their 
organizations. I am reaching out to you as we have discussed your experience, as a Human 
Resources practitioner, with this type of behaviour in the past. In order to reduce any potential 
bias in my research, I am seeking your assistance in identifying other people who may have had 
a similar experience and who may be willing to participate in my research project.  

If you know of others who have experienced this type of behaviour from a leader, please pass 
along the information in the attachment, and request that they contact me directly at 
Hilary.Quosai@Royalroads.ca. If helpful, here is a paragraph (in italics) you could include in 
your email: 

My friend/colleague Hilary Quosai is conducting research for her Doctor, Social Sciences 
degree and is looking for participants that would be interested in discussing negative leader 
behaviour in organizations. I thought you might be interested in being interviewed for her study 
and have attached information from her that outlines the details. If you are interested after 
reading the attached, you can contact her at Hilary.Quosai@royalroads.ca. 

The attachment outlines what participation will involve as well as information about 
confidentiality and the right to withdraw from the project. I encourage you to read through this 
before forwarding to anyone, to ensure you are comfortable with the parameters of the research. 
Also, it is important to consider your relationship with anyone you share this information with. 
If you have any type of managerial or supervision role over an individual, this would be 
considered a power relationship and, therefore, not appropriate for inclusion in this research 
project. If you have any questions about the project or the requirement to participate please do 
not hesitate to contact me. 
 
Thank you for your support, 
 
Hilary 
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Appendix D: Leader Participant Recruitment 

[Date here] 
 
Dear [Prospective Participant], 
 
I am currently completing the requirements to obtain a Doctor of Social Sciences degree 
through Royal Roads University (RRU). My credentials with RRU can be verified by 
contacting my supervisor, Prof. Piggot-Irvine at Eileen.PiggotIrvine@Royalroads.ca. The 
research has been approved by the Royal Roads University Research Ethics Board and any 
questions in this regard can be addressed to ethicalreview@royalroads.ca. 
 
The objective of my research is to explore how people understand some of the terms used to 
describe negative behaviour by leaders and the nature of that behaviour within their 
organizations. I am reaching out to you as we have discussed your experience with or 
observation of this type of behaviour in the past. In order to reduce any potential bias in my 
research, I am seeking your assistance in identifying other people who may have had a similar 
experience and who may be willing to participate in my research project.  

If you know of others who have experienced this type of behaviour from a leader, please pass 
along the information in the attachment, and request that they contact me directly at 
Hilary.Quosai@Royalroads.ca. If helpful, here is a paragraph (in italics) you could include in 
your email: 

My friend/colleague Hilary Quosai is conducting research for her Doctor, Social Sciences 
degree and is looking for participants that would be interested in discussing negative leader 
behaviour in organizations. I thought you might be interested in being interviewed for her study 
and have attached information from her that outlines the details. If you are interested after 
reading the attached, you can contact her at Hilary.Quosai@royalroads.ca. 

The attachment outlines what participation will involve as well as information about 
confidentiality and the right to withdraw from the project. I encourage you to read through this 
before forwarding to anyone, to ensure you are comfortable with the parameters of the research. 
Also, it is important to consider your relationship with anyone you share this information with. 
If you have any type of managerial or supervision role over an individual, this would be 
considered a power relationship and, therefore, not appropriate for inclusion in this research 
project. If you have any questions about the project or the requirement to participate please do 
not hesitate to contact me. 
 
Thank you for your support, 
 
Hilary 
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Appendix E: Participant Administrative Email 

Hi [Participant name] 
 
Thank you so much for your interest in my research. Before we schedule the interview, there 
are a few administrative things to take care of. 
 
Firstly, below is the Informed Consent. If you would please read through it carefully and 
respond to this email so I have a record of your agreement to participate. 
 
The second thing is collecting some high-level demographic information in the attached fillable 
form. If you are comfortable providing this information, please complete and return the form 
with your response to this email. 
 
Lastly, as I am very appreciative that you are volunteering your time to assist me, if you could 
suggest two or three times that are convenient for you for the interview and indicate your time 
zone, I can send you an invitation for the Zoom call. 
 
If you have any questions, or concerns, please don’t hesitate to contact me. 
I look forward to hearing from you, 
 
Hilary  
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Appendix F: Informed Consent 

This email constitutes an agreement to take part in an interview, the objective of which is to gather 
information related to your experiences with negative leader behaviour. 
 
The purpose of my research is to explore how people understand some of the terms used to describe 
negative behaviour by leaders and the nature of that behaviour within their organizations. You are 
participating in this research to provide your perspective, experience and/or opinions related to this 
issue. The type of behaviour in question was enacted by a leader and has had a negative impact on 
you, your organization, or both. The findings from this research are aimed at generating new 
knowledge of this issue and creating recommendations from which organizations can improve in this 
area. 
 
The project is being conducted as part of the requirements of the Doctorate in Social Sciences 
program, School of Interdisciplinary Studies at Royal Roads University. My credentials with RRU 
can be verified by contacting Eileen.PiggotIrvine@Royalroads.ca. The research has been approved 
by the Royal Roads University Research Ethics Board and any questions in this regard can be 
addressed to ethicalreview@royalroads.ca. 
 
You are not compelled to participate in this research project. If you do choose to participate, you are 
free to withdraw at any time without prejudice. There are no known or anticipated risks associated to 
your participation in this research, however, if you feel uncomfortable at any time during the 
interview, you may ask that we stop our conversation and request that your information be 
withdrawn. There are no known inconveniences to you, other than your time commitment as a 
participant in this study. This time commitment is not expected to exceed 90 minutes for the 
interview and 60 minutes for transcript review, or two and a half hours in total. 
 
Some demographic data will be requested such as age range information, years of work experience 
and type of organization. Interview information will be recorded in both audio and hand-written 
format and, where appropriate, summarized in anonymous format in the body of my report. During 
data gathering and analysis, alpha-numeric codes will be used to identify the results obtained from 
individuals and no participant names will appear on any documentation. At no time will any specific 
comments be attributed to any individual. All data will be accessible by me and no one else and will 
be kept strictly confidential. It will be maintained, in electronic form in password protected files or, 
in written form, in a locked cabinet. It is important to note that data stored in Apple’s iCloud may be 
housed on U.S. servers and thus U.S. authorities are legally entitled to access information under the 
Patriot Act. 
 
The raw data collected from interviews and specific participant information will not be retained 
beyond the completion of requirements for the Doctor of Social Sciences program up to a 
maximum of three years. All data and participant information will be shredded, and all audio 
recording will be erased including information pertaining to participants who chose to 
withdraw from this research project. The analysis of the data will be a critical part of my final 
dissertation that will be made available to you. Your valuable comments and ideas will be used 
in my final dissertation as well as other public articles such as academic papers or book 
chapters, presentations or discussions at conferences or other venues. At no point will what you 
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say ever be attributed to you. Your participation is strictly confidential. Please feel free to 
contact me at any time should you have additional questions regarding the project and its 
outcomes. 
 
By responding to this email, indicating your agreement to participate, you are giving your free and 
informed consent to participate in this project. It is important to note that, while no harm is 
anticipated to you by participating in this study, your participation does not waive any rights to legal 
recourse in the event of research-related harm. 
 
Thank you for your willingness to take part in this research project. Please keep a copy of this email, 
indicating your informed consent, for your own records. 
 
Sincerely, 
 
Hilary Quosai 
Doctoral Candidate 
Royal Roads University 
Hilary.Quosai@Royalroads.ca 
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Appendix G: Fillable Demographics Form 
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Appendix H: Interview Guide 

Introduction 
Hi. Thank you so much for doing this today. As a reminder, I am recording our conversation 
for the purposes of capturing the data and will provide you with a transcript of the recording.  
 
The purpose of this interview is to assist me with my Doctoral research study regarding 
negative leadership behaviour. For my study, I am interviewing individuals to get an 
understanding of how they define certain terms associated with negative leader behaviour. I’m 
also interested in learning about negative leader behaviour in the organizations where they 
work, what challenges it may pose and how things could be improved. Additionally, I am 
looking at how leaders are assessed and developed within their organizations. I’m interviewing 
people who can provide different perspectives on the issue and am looking at employees who 
may have experienced it, HR practitioners who have experience in dealing with it and leaders 
who are interested in exploring the topic. Which of these perspectives do you feel you will be 
able to best speak to? 
 
I’m happy to answer any questions that you may have about the topic but may not be able to 
get into specifics in my answers as it is your thoughts and opinions I’m looking for and I don’t 
want to introduce any bias to our conversation. 
 
The email you returned to me acknowledging the informed consent constitutes your agreement 
to participate today (thank you for that) but I do want to remind you that you can stop at any 
time during this interview. 
 
Are you OK to get started? 
 
 
ALL GROUPS 
Definitions 
To start off with I’m going to ask you about three different terms. 
 
What does the term Workplace Bullying mean to you? 
Probe for behaviours  
 
What does the term Psychological Harassment mean to you? 
Probe for behaviours 
 
What does the term Office Politics mean to you? 
Probe for behaviours 
 
Employee participants 
Have you had experience with this type of behaviour from a leader you have worked for or 
with? 
Probe for current or other employment. Brief description of how they have experienced it 
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How did you see the behaviour at the time?  
 
How do you see it now (if in the past)? 
What were the impacts to you? 
 
Who else knew about it? How? 
 
Did you report it and to whom? 
 
What was the outcome? 
 
Explore their experience with leadership – are you a leader or have you ever been a leader in 
the past? 
If yes, how does that inform your perspective on this issue? 
 
DL in the workplace 
When you think about your workplace can you describe which of the types of behaviours 
we’ve discussed are seen from leaders? 
Probe for which term the behaviours belong to 
Probe for the information related to level (leaders at all levels, senior leaders?) 
 
Is there any recognition of these behaviours in your organization? 
 
How do people in the organization see the behaviours? How are they characterized within your 
organization? 
Are they acknowledged and if so, how?  
 
How do you think the terms used to describe this type of behaviour influence the behaviours?  
 
What overall impact do these behaviours have? (How do you know that?) 
 
How do you think the top/most senior management of your organization would characterize 
these behaviours? Why? 
 
To what extent do you think they are aware of this type of behaviour taking place in your 
organization? 
 
Has the term Psychological Safety ever been used in your organization? 
 
What does the term mean to you? 
 
HRP participants 
Do you think your organization acknowledges this type of behaviour by its leaders? 
If so, how? 
If not, why? 
What are the challenges faced by HR in dealing with this type of behaviour? 
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How do you think this can be improved? 
 
Explore their experience with leadership – are you a leader or have you ever been a leader in 
the past? 
If yes, how does that inform your perspective on this issue? 
 
Leader participants 
 
Do you think you have ever behaved in any of the ways described by these terms? 
 
How did you learn what is appropriate behaviour for leaders in your organization? 
 
What is your role as a leader in helping to establish acceptable behaviour in your organization? 
 
Incidents/policy 
Do you know of any complaints about any of the behaviour within your organization? 
 
Is there a formal policy for reporting?  
If so, what is the policy?  
Probe for Anti-Harassment policy, Anti-Bullying policy, Code of Conduct 
 
How well do you think your organization handles this type of behaviour? What challenges 
exist? 
 
COVID-19 
Was there a change in your work location as a result of the COVID-19 pandemic? 
Probe for parameters (full-time/p/t wfh) 
 
How did this effect people in your organization? 
Probe for leaders and employees 
 
Do you think it has changed or had any impact on the types of behaviours we’ve been 
discussing? How? 
 
Leader Assessment and Development 
How does your organization assess the performance of leaders? 
Probe for types of assessment, frequency 
 
Does this work well? Are there ways it could be improved? 
 
Does your organization have any type of leadership competency model or defined parameters 
for leader behaviour? If so, would you feel comfortable sharing it with me? 
 
Company Improvements 
What do you think your organization could do to improve in this area? 
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Closing the Interview 
Is there anything else that we haven’t covered that you feel is important for me to know about 
the topic of negative leader behaviour in your organization or in general? 
 
Thank you for your time today, for your candour and willingness to share your experiences and 
opinions with me. 
 
Reminder: if they have indicated they will share their Leader Competency Model, ask them to 
send it to me at their earliest convenience 
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Appendix I: Dark Leadership Study – Participant Demographics 

 

Participant 
# 

Gender Age 
Range 

Yrs in 
workforce 

Country 
Residence 

Country 
Work 

Sector 

L1 M 51-60 30+ Canada Canada For-profit 
L2 F 51-60 21-30 Canada Canada For-profit 
L3 M 51-60 30+ Canada Canada For-profit 
L4 F 51-60 30+ Other Other Education 
L5 F 51-60 30+ Canada Canada For-profit 

HRP1 F 41-50 21-30 Canada Canada For-profit 
HRP2 F 51-60 21-30 Canada Canada For-profit 
HRP3 F 60+ 30+ Canada Canada For-profit 
HRP4 M 51-60 30+ Canada Canada For-profit 
HRP5 M 41-50 30+ Canada Canada Non-profit 
EM1 F 41-50 21-30 Canada Canada Healthcare 
EM2 F 51-60 21-30 Canada Canada For-profit 
EM3 F 51-60 11-20 United States United States Healthcare 
EM4 F 21-30 2-10 United States United States For-profit 
EM5 F 41-50 30+ Canada Canada For-profit 
EM6 M 31-40 11-20 United States United States Healthcare 
EM7 F 41-50 11-20 Canada Canada Education 
EM8 F 31-40 11-20 Canada Canada For-profit 
EM9 F 31-40 11-20 United States United States Healthcare 
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Appendix J: WB Themes and Supporting Data - All Groups 

WB L Themes 
 
WB Themes Comments L 
Power a different power dynamic, a senior person to a junior person 1 
 combination of, you know, louder voices, sometimes even some physical intimidation to make a 

point 
1 

 somebody using inappropriate powers to intimidate another individual to be able to advance the 
bullies agenda 

2 

 Individuals that have pressured me to do something that I don’t feel is right. And they use their 
power, namely their hierarchical power. 

2 

 it would be anything from physical displays, so you know, getting hot under the collar, to raising 
his voice, and belittling 

2 

 try to make us feel like we were incompetent 2 
 Example: 

“on one occasion I said that I disagreed with something that she had said, and I was still in my six-
month probation period at that point. And she said..."In which case, I shall extend your probation 
and maybe when you agree with me, we can talk again." 

4 

   
It’s Personal I think bullying is far more personal 4 
 it's unwanted negative behavior towards an individual in the workplace 3 
 [A member of staff] said, "I have to tell you something, in confidence" and I said, "what's that?" 

"We've been directed from the Chief Administration Officer, all the staff have to do anything we 
can to frustrate you, prove you wrong." The comment I believe she made was, "they're trying to tie 
one hand behind your back and then punch you in the gut. I'm worried they're gonna cause you a 
heart attack through this process." 

3 

   
Manipulation described it as manipulative 2 
 it was all sorts of maneuvering 4 
   
Intimidation like intimidation tactics are being employed in a work context 2 
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WB Themes Comments L 
 words, actions, policies, decision making, promotions, all of which a leader can affect, that are 

done in a way that are demeaning to people. 
2 

 it's more intimidation, psychological mistreatment of that individual.  3 
 making them feel uncomfortable insecure in their daily work 3 
 putting people down and not being supportive 5 
 he came in…closed the door and I'm at my desk. And so, he comes over to my desk, and he starts 

to say, "oh..." and shaking his hands and "Oh, this isn't...and we can't be bringing the board into 
this stuff" and I'm like…I am now in submissive mode, 'cos the lion has entered the den…entered 
into my, my home and there's no way out. So, I've now gone into submissive mode. And so, I'm 
like, "okay, yup, yup. No, I hear I hear you, you know, okay." And so, then he leaned over my 
desk, put his hands on either side of my face. And held my face and looked into me and said "don't 
use the word...don't look at…don't look at me with those deadpan eyes and use the word 
governance young lady" 

2 

   
Personal 
insecurity/Lack of 
Ability/ 

a very insecure individual 1 

 that usually betrayed to me that they weren't very confident that they were, you know, like I said, 
they weren't able to rationalize their position or their argument to somebody and they just kind of 
reverted to this idea of, you know, being a bit of a bully 

1 

 It's about the person who is doing it feeling threatened or like they are not good enough, usually 4 
 Anytime I've been bullied in the workplace, even if it's a tiny amount, it's usually from somebody 

that feels that I might be better at certain things than they are, looking back at it 
4 

   
Difficult to Define we are struggling with the definition of workplace bullying, because what is bullying to you is not 

necessarily bullying to me 
5 

 I've seen lots of videos and lots of trainings about workplace bullying. And I still think it's difficult 
for leaders and HR professionals to figure that out 

5 

 Yeah, and I don't know if it's just my association with bullying just fits...it doesn't, in my mind, feel 
sophisticated. And, you know, when I've experienced bullying, it's been from very sophisticated 

2 



 
THE CHARACTERIZATION OF DARK LEADERSHIP  
 

 

250 

WB Themes Comments L 
individuals. And I would have described it as manipulative. And so, I don't know that I necessarily 
would call it bullying, but strictly speaking, it would be based on how I defined it. 

 
WB HRP Themes 
 
WB Themes Comments HRP 
Power words, actions, policies, decision making, promotions, all of which a leader can affect, that are 

done in a way that are demeaning to people 
2 

 bullying sounds like a bit of a, you know, a power struggle with a person and somebody who's 
mean to you 

2 

 it can be embarrassing people in front of others 3 
 it can be expecting unreasonable delivery in short periods of time, it can be changing the mandate 

constantly, but only sometimes telling the person 
3 

   
It’s Personal workplace bullying that is, you know, just strictly sort of personal and making someone's 

personal life uncomfortable 
3 

 taking things personally 3 
 attacking on a personal level about a professional misunderstanding 3 
 when one person asserts you know, negative behaviors, words, energy upon another person 5 
   
Personal Insecurity/ 
Lack of ability 

workplace bullying is a true reflection on a leader who lacks insight and confidence to truly be a 
leader 

2 

 blaming and shaming and sort of gaslighting those that threatened her 2 
   
Aggressive/Passive 
Aggressive 

passive aggressive 2 

 very aggressive with other people 2 
 leader could be very much a bully, and could yell and throw things and lose his cool 2 
 it can be very insidious 3 
 emotional reactions to business related stuff 3 
 constantly berated and yelled at 1 
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WB Themes Comments HRP 
   
Unsafe Working 
Environment 

behavior that is unwelcome and unhelpful to the situation that contributes to creating a negative 
or some people even call it a hostile work environment 

4 

   
Duality I think it is both a curse and a reality 1 
 one of the most misused terms in the workplace these days, in the sense that many employees feel 

any form of correction or feedback is a form of bullying if they don't like the information 
1 

 it's a very double-edged sword and that I think it's abused 1 
 harassment and bullying is very much the eyes of the beholder 2 

 
WB EM Themes 
 
WB Themes Comments EM 
Power isolation and disempowering people 1 
 somebody who pulls rank, you know, says No, we're going to do it my way, because I'm the boss, 

and is very overt about it 
2 

 an atmosphere of interactions and or direct interactions, whether that's spoken communications, 
nonverbal communications and or direct or indirect actions that contribute to a sense or an 
environment of powerlessness 

6 

 saying negative behaviors in front of you, in front of your colleagues about you like any kind of 
evaluatory type of comments 

7 

 Just a lot of my way or the highway type of attitudes 7 
 subtle pressuring of expectations that can't be met 5 
 the person portraying that behavior is superior, is condescending 5 
 Example: 

so it was this idea that like I had to figure out how to drop everything to make sure you know, our 
clients were taken care of which I totally understood and knew how to do in a healthy way but 
when the examples of, you know, needing to take phone calls at 2am needing to make sure that 
anything that we had planned on the weekend was something that could be canceled because 
something with work could come up 

4 
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WB Themes Comments EM 
Manipulation Indirect communication, manipulative communications 6 
 For me, I think what comes to mind right away would be manipulation 1 
   
Intimidation a sense of intimidation, or threats, or coercion or control, and within, specifically within, the 

workplace setting 
9 

 overly questioning the work you're doing 7 
   
Aggressive/passive 
aggressive 

it is an aggressive…aggressive, demeaning behavior 5 

 it can also be a subtle, a subtle aggression and a passive aggressiveness 5 
 I guess giving really some, like, what some people might interpret threats to you 7 
 it can show up in the way that people are managed, sort of, from a performance perspective, you 

know, through micromanagement, or through small sort of passive aggressive ways of managing 
people's work that can…actually constitute bullying 

8 

 exclusion 8 
 Example: 

I said, ‘I need three things, I need you to refer appropriate clients to me…I need to be sure that you 
keep my space as I build my clients back up that I have office space.’ And then I also told her, ‘I 
need you to be honest with me.’ And then soon after that, she did everything opposite of what I 
asked for. And I got a phone call from her one time…and the voicemail is basically ‘I know you're 
building your practice, but I need to give some office space to those who have more clients’ 

3 

   
Unsafe working 
environment 

acting as if everything is safe, and then flipping the table and, and making it very unsafe 3 

 For example, we have an open-door policy, please come in and give your feedback. But when 
feedback is given, there may or may not be punitive actions, retaliations or negative outcomes that 
are in direct response 

6 

 You can talk to me about anything, I'm here to support you.” And then when you do open up and 
talk about something, it gets turned against you 

6 

 Lying, saying they're going, you know, to do something, and then doing the opposite 3 
 the environment, the work environment is…not a safe place 4 
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WB Themes Comments EM 
 workplace bullying refers to this prolonged, intentional, but maybe not openly mean behavior, that 

undermines confidence, that disengages people, that creates a really negative work environment 
where people cannot show up as themselves 

8 

   
Demeaning/shaming it's perceived as demeaning 5 
 non, sort of work-related interpersonal shaming, commentary 8 
 lack of the benefit of the doubt 6 
 disrespectful of other opinions, someone who speaks over top of you 2 
   
Personal Impacts that honestly brings up a lot 4 
 anxiety just kind of piles up… you want out… the idea of kind of feeling stuck 4 
 it feels very isolating, and it singles you out even more so because you recognize that this is very 

unhealthy behavior 
 

 causing emotional stress 3 
   
Systemic it's never just one person, there might be like a main source, but others around that source feed off 

of that in a way and kind of tend to normalize that behavior 
4 

 sometimes when you look around, there are other people or other associates that…refuse to kind of 
acknowledge the fact that that's workplace...like workplace bullying is happening 

4 
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Appendix K: PH Themes and Supporting Data - All Groups 

PH L Themes 
 
PH Themes Comments L 
Undermining 
Confidence/ Self-
confidence 

a combination of both kind of aggressive and passive aggressive, undermining of people's 
confidence as an example, like, literally making comments, challenges, that I thought were 
intended to try to make somebody feel less confident 

1 

 intentionally trying to undermine, belittle another individual 2 
 somebody who is consistently undermining you 4 
 kind of preying on whether it's their insecurities, or whatever it may be 2 
 it's being negative and putting people down and telling them they're worthless, or they're no 

good, and it's not being supportive 
5 

 doing things to make that person feel like they're not capable, they're not correct either verbally 
or through emails or through social media 

3 

 Creating a negative feeling...the person feeling negative towards themselves 3 
 you start to really question your own abilities 4 
 they lose self-confidence, they lose the ability to actually think that they're good at something 5 
 making you question your abilities, and making you feel like you're not very good at what you 

do 
4 

   
Aggressive/Passive 
Aggressive 

a combination of both kind of aggressive and passive aggressive 1 

 comments that were made in the repetitive, rapid-fire kind of approach 1 
 Deviousness…a bit of a cowardly approach 1 
   
Gaslighting So it essentially is, is either gaslighting or…doing things to make that person feel like they're 

not capable 
3 

   
Cumulative effect Like a persistent, constant needling 1 
 ongoing harassment 3 
 That, for me, is about a drip, drip, drip 4 
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PH Themes Comments L 
 if you take any of the instances on their own, they sound so pathetic 4 
 the harassment thing is far more about over a period of time working on somebody 4 
 That's about it almost being a...abusive relationship, where you're not quite sure where it got that 

way 
4 

   
Relation to WB its still bullying, to me 3 
 I think it's a component of workplace bullying, and it's a very destructive component...very 

destructive 
5 

 possibly there's an overlap with the bullying side of things 4 
 
PH HRP Themes 
 
PH Themes Comments HRP 
Undermining 
Confidence/ Self-
Confidence 

can also turn on a person where they actually believe that they are the problem 2 

 Words and actions…to the person it’s happening to…made to feel inadequate 2 
 Putting you down, saying bad things about you, making you seem that your work is inadequate 2 
 when people try to strip others of their confidence and…and have them feel less than 5 
 keeping people off their pins…it’s treating people less than humanely…it’s embarrassing people  3 
   
Aggressive/Passive 
Aggressive 

may be passive aggressive type harassments 4 

 significant psychological warfare 1 
 it’s yelling at people 3 
   
Gaslighting when people play mind games with other people that is aligning with gaslighting 5 
   
Cumulative effect sort of dripping on other people commentary, that constantly puts the person down 2 
 constant push on a person to not allow them to feel as good as they can be 2 
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PH Themes Comments HRP 
Relation to WB it’s much more complex than bullying 2 
 I don’t see it as being that much different than workplace bullying 3 
   
Power where you are as a leader, or a person in power pushing on elements of persons job and or 

personality in ways that you know, will be damaging to them in the workplace 
1 

 there are certain leaders that will understand who an employee is or where their weaknesses are 
and exploit that for their own purposes 

1 

 it's usually meant as a means of someone feeling better about themselves or retaining control or 
power 

5 

 it's a form of retaliation 1 
 Intimidation…telling other people untruths about someone 1 
 I think it's a very deliberate act 1 
   
Hard to identify it's hard to put your finger on this one sometimes… it's subtle, and it's manipulative. And it's 

nuanced 
2 

 “It’s slimy…it’s slithery…other people won’t believe that this person is actually doing it because 
they are clever at covering their tracks” 

2 

 can be overt and it can be covert 2 
 
PH EM Themes 
 
PH Themes Comments EM 
Undermining Self-
confidence 

It is sort of exposing a fear or an insecurity of an employee 5 

 comments that subtly, kind of intends to make you just feel inadequate 7 
 the constant questioning of what you're doing 7 
 you're just not good enough 7 
 Just trying to pick away with what I would consider the intent of, "I'm going to make you feel not 

good about yourself, you're going...oh, I want you to doubt everything you're doing." 
7 

 where there is sort of an interaction that really targets but also impacts your confidence in your 
rationale, like how you think 

8 
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PH Themes Comments EM 
   
Gaslighting the term that we use is gaslighting 3 
 you're the one who's to blame 3 
 The closest thing I would think of is sort of the term gaslighting 8 
   
Relation to WB I think it can actually be tied back to this idea of bullying 5 
 undercuts you in much more of a...more of a mental way than I think of, you know, workplace 

bullying 
8 

   
Power taking advantage of...sort of the idea of a power position and sort of lording that over top of those 

that report to you directly 
5 

 taking advantage of exposing any insecurity or fear of any colleague in the workplace to sort of 
create that idea of power and authority and being 'better than' 

5 

 I have the power to take you, put you in a position you don't want to be in 7 
 Example: 

My son was ill. And he was literally transported from one hospital to another by ambulance 
because he needed a specialist to look at him. And I called her to say, I'm not going to be at work. 
And she said, Can you take your laptop to the hospital? Because I need you to do something. And I 
did!!...in retrospect…first of all nothing was that important, but this for real was not that important 

2 

   
Manipulation it's also manipulation and deceit 1 
 someone that consistently lies...changes the landscape on you 1 
 emotionally abusive or manipulative behavior 9 
 everything from crossing boundaries to again, intimidation, or coercion 9 
   
Mental Health/Well-
Being 

any kind of harassment that just messes with your psyche 2 

 it kind of becomes like a mind game 4 
 it's really at the cost of my mental well-being sometimes 7 
 playing mental games 9 
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PH Themes Comments EM 
 a very subtle kind of tactic that could prey upon someone's mental or emotional health or well-

being 
9 

 lack of emotional or psychological well being 6 
 Actions or threats, whether spoken or unspoken, contribute to a sense of emotional distress 6 
   
Unsafe Working 
Environment 

someone that's kind of sneaky and you're often not safe around that person with what you say, or 
what you do 

1 

 to me it creates and perpetuates an atmosphere of fear within the workplace 5 
   
Self-Doubt so many things that were crazy making that I didn't know if it was me at the time, so trying to 

check...trying to...am I misunderstanding? Am I miss-reading? 
4 

 goes hand in hand with this idea of feeling like, Am I the crazy one? Is this reality that I’m in? 4 
 Example: 

And that translated, I think, a little bit into the kind of psychological harassment category in the 
sense that it was done in a way and the impact that it had seemed to really focus on my way of 
thinking. So, I became completely sort of paralyzed in terms of not trusting myself 

8 
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Appendix L: OP General Themes and Supporting Data - All Groups 

OP General L Themes 
 
OP Gen Themes Comments L 
Part of Working Life Office politics, I'd say, I can't think of a job or a role that I had, that there wasn't some degree of 

office politics 
1 

   
Game Playing So you have to...I'm gonna say quote, unquote, "play the game" in order to get ahead or to get 

your vision or take care of your people or whatever in order to get things to go through 
5 

 it's all a bit of a game until you're on the receiving end of it 4 
 always reminds me a kind of, you know, when you were in seventh grade in a playground, 

right? 
2 

   
Managing Up 
 

Unfortunately, you have to, and that means being tuned in to the person that you report to and 
what it is that they need to be successful as well or what they need 

5 

   
Duality it's got kind of a duality to it, for me both a negative and a positive kind of perspective 1 
   
Systems/Norms/Values 
 

what comes to my mind, as I've grown as a leader, is that it's really, "are we living our values of 
the organization? 

5 

   
Relationships …manage those relationships 2 
   
Maneuvering office politics is trying to maneuver amongst a team of peers typically, and to...for you to be 

able to get your voice heard, and to be able to achieve your objectives within the construct of 
the organization 

5 

 I think office politics really is about how you're trying to coexist with a complexity of human 
beings trying to achieve sometimes things that are in tension and in conflict and how you 
manage those relationships and the give and the take and trying to navigate those very 
complicated waters in an organization 

2 
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OP Gen Themes Comments L 
Power I could deal with that actually, you can tell where the power sits you can tell where the 

stakeholder relationships are 
4 

 I think there's a very fine line, I think you have to understand office politics are where the 
power sits and how to maneuver it 

4 

 office politics is more to me about maneuvering and power play across the business 4 
 
OP General HRP Themes 
 
Op Gen Themes Comments HRP 
Part of Working Life Dare there be a collective of any kind, be it church or office or family or anywhere, any spot 

where there's a collective of people where there's not sort of politics 
2 

 how you play in an environment and how decisions get made 2 
   
Game Playing you need to understand them, but you need not to play them 3 
   
Duality you can have office politics that end up being okay, and you can have office politics that end 

up being terribly toxic 
2 

   
Systems/Norms/Values you know, what behaviors are acceptable and not acceptable become part of the politics 2 
   
Need to Understand you need to understand them, but you need not to play them 3 
 part of it is understanding the way decisions get made 2 
   
Managing/Acknowledging 
the Behaviour 

So, when you hear about someone who's very political, that doesn't usually come up in their 
performance appraisals, it doesn't usually come up in their discussions, right? 

3 

 it's not a very helpful term. It's like saying someone has an attitude problem 4 
 you actually need to say what the behavior is not this general term that is often used too 

broadly 
4 
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OP General EM Themes 
 
OP Gen Themes Comments EM 
Part of working life For better or for worse, there's sort of this natural evolution in the office that people refer to 

as politics 
8 

 gosh, I'd almost just say that's table stakes 8 
 I think is more of just something that's always been around 8 
 any workplace you've worked in, whether it's public sector or private sector, they're always a 

little bit of office politics 
2 

   
Game playing It's like the playground 8 
 play the game 2 
   
Managing Up/ Getting 
Ahead 

if you've been in good standing with a supervisor or a leader figure, and good standing could 
mean you know, doing what they say or go along, going along with what they want, then you 
get a lot of perks 

9 

 get ahead, differentiate themselves and others 8 
   
Duality neutral or subjective 6 
   
Systems/Norms/Values Office politics are the systems and norms that directly and indirectly govern the transmission 

of information, expectations, what is deemed acceptable within the organization 
6 

 office politics or workplace politics could be viewed as a potentially neutral dynamic or 
system  

6 

 in general office politics are, you know, the rules that have to be followed 5 
   
Relationships alliances that are formed within an office 9 
 how people work to kind of build relationships 8 
   
Interpretation/Navigation how people interpret those rules to get the results that they want 5 
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OP Gen Themes Comments EM 
 I guess that can be interpreted depending on where your perception is at that particular 

moment and the position that you're in 
5 

 it's definitely the approach of the person who has to sort of define and explain and expose 
those 'politics.' And I put that in air quotes, because it really does come to interpretation and 
how you get your peers and your colleagues and your employees to see those as not negative, 
but positives 

5 

 taking politics as rules, if you're trying to instill the rules, you do have to sort of take on the 
idea that we have rules to follow, and how we get there, how we manipulate them to get there 
is an interpretation to that individual person 

5 

 need to navigate and potentially not be on the wrong side of 6 
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Appendix M: OP Positive Themes and Supporting Data - All Groups 

L Themes 
 
OP Pos Themes Comments L 
Negotiation Politics is very much about trading off things 1 
   
Collaboration politics of collaboration, which is, you know, two or three or more people working towards 

something on behalf of each other to get something done and trading off various goals, various 
needs, in an effort to get from a group perspective, a good outcome that sort of meets, generally 
speaking allows everybody to win in some sort of way in varying degrees 

1 

   
Relationships relationships, and leveraging relationships and not in a manipulative way 1 

 
HRP Themes 
 
OP Pos Themes Comments HRP 
Negotiation they can also be something that can be used to gain support or gain approval for a controversial 

topic 
1 

   
Collaboration there are ways to build coalitions and to build support for new ideas and new thoughts 1 
 as long as the lobbying is upfront, and not filled with artifice, and for the purposes of actually 

building support for change and or processes that are necessary, office politics can contribute 
positively to a culture 

1 

   
Healthy debate office politics that are good are where, you know, there's healthy debate, there's an opportunity to 

sort of enrich a conversation by people feeling safe and being able to show up themselves 
2 
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Appendix N: OP Negative Themes and Supporting Data - All Groups 

L Themes 
 
OP Neg Themes Comments L 
Not Acknowledged I don't think that organizations...they don't name it, they don't call it, but it's there right? 5 
 so office politics, it sounds a little bit almost dismissive, like people will sort of talk about 

office politics as kind of the stuff that goes on behind closed doors 
2 

   
Self-
Serving/Manipulative 

people jockeying for more authority, expanded roles, engaging in things like, you know, talking 
behind people's backs, not showing a lot of, you know, transparency or authenticity 

1 

 oftentimes, when I thought that I witnessed or been part of office politics or experiencing them, 
you know, it was oftentimes like a manipulation,  

1 

 people sort of scheming in back rooms and things not quite seeming what they're saying. You 
may be saying one thing in a meeting room in front of everybody, but then somebody else may 
get said behind closed doors.  

2 

 It's using means to get to an end that's not in the best interests, necessarily, all those involved, 
or the parties that you should have a best interest in 

3 

   
Dishonesty/Lack of 
Integrity 

So, there's dishonesty to it 2 

 behaviors of dishonesty, behaviors of lack of integrity, saying one thing but acting another way 1 
 office politics is a lack of integrity, lack of accountability, lack of transparency. 3 
   
Systems/Norms/Values I find when office politics gets destructive, (it can be positive as well), but when office politics 

gets destructive, is when we lose our...our focus on the values of the organization and our own 
personal values 

5 

 I've grown to feel it is more the nature of the complexity of multiple human beings trying to 
advance their mandates in a corporation where it can never be perfect in how responsibilities 
have been meted out. So inevitably, you know, you're going to have tasked one group of people 
or one leader with a set of expectations and outcomes, and you'll have handed everybody out a 
list of goals and expectations, and sometimes they're in conflict 

2 
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HRP Themes 
 
OP Neg Themes Comments HRP 
Not Acknowledged I think, you know, to be honest, the office politics, while we all know that it's there, it's sort of the 

unspoken thing, right?  
3 

   
Self-serving it spans a great number of areas. But mostly if I had to synthesize it, it would be making oneself 

look better no matter what, in the workplace 
3 

 People have their own agenda, and they bring their own generally personal slash professional 
agenda to the table 

3 

 People will take credit for others work 3 
 If they are about promoting one's own viewpoint over others or promoting someone personally 

for personal gain. That's when they become detrimental 
1 

   
Managing up people who are looking to impress a leader will often do things to demean others, either subtly or 

overtly 
3 

   
Power Difficult politics are when there's an imbalance of power 2 
   
Making Work 
Bearable/ 

office politics is...knowing how to survive in an office environment and knowing the right things 
to say to whom and knowing the right relationships to make so that work can be bearable, and 
that you can survive 

5 

   
Toxic I think that's when politics get fairly toxic in an organization. When people lose that shared 

perspective, or lose the ability to spend time sharing the perspective they have, or the ideas that 
they've developed 

1 

 it's very easy for office politics to also become something that is toxic and or not contributing to 
the positive culture 

1 

 There's favoritism, there's, you know, lack of trust, there is not showing...what is expected, not 
showing how one is going to be measured for performance, where there's chaos…it can lead to a 
very toxic work environment 

2 
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 You can have office politics that end up being terribly toxic 2 
   
Milder 
term/Whitewash 

I think, office politics, to me is a little bit of a whitewash for things that happen "Oh, it's politics." 2 
 

 I think politics sounds much more gentle than harassment or bullying 2 
 
EM Themes 
 
OP Neg Themes Comments EM 
Managing Up there was also this other air of keep the boss happy, or the boss will do bizarre things and label 

you as a... not a good employee 
6 

 it doesn't matter if the person is technically good or good in their areas of expertise...but they are 
empowered, because they’re good at (sighs) ego massaging leaders or they're good at talking 

1 

 someone else got promoted, instead of me just before the holidays, because they had threatened to 
leave and because they had, you know, spent more time with those leaders that make the 
decisions. And I sort of accept that just as a fact of life 

8 
 

   
Power kind of maneuvering it in a way that you're trying to exert your power  7 
 if I'm sort of sitting there and going, you know, my perception of how we get to that result is very 

different, I would tend to think that the office politics are quite negative 
5 

 People wanting...they will do anything to get power position  1 
 lack of transparency… Dog eat dog 1 
 I kind of think of it as this as the bro culture that I experienced where there was no accountability, 

and whatever the CEO said, was kind of the end all be all 
4 

 the CEO was kind of this like top Alpha Dog. And he used a lot of intimidating techniques to 
create something of like a fear, like, create fear about him, so that the other guys wouldn't ever 
really question any decisions that he was making, or there wasn't much accountability 

4 

   
Game playing Having to play by the rules that are set by certain people in the office or specific... usually higher 

ups…  
3 

 having to play by the rules, even if they're not ethical or appropriate 3 
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 I start to panic when I hear office politics because I...I often will say I hate politics, I hate 

gameplaying 
1 

 doesn't really matter what you do. It's all about optics 2 
   
Unsafe Working 
Environment 

the term often has a assumption of negative or unhelpful or unproductive, unsafe mechanisms or 
unfair as well 

6 

 things like favoritism 2 
 talk about, you know, office politics, you don't go to your peers and complain about your boss, its 

not appropriate 
2 

   
Systems/Norms/Values 
 

I worked in an environment that had very incongruent messages about the company's mission and 
how that was implemented or not implemented, rather, on the day to day. Primarily between how 
management interacted with the employees with their subordinates 

6 
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Appendix O: Summary of Themes for Research Question #1 (RQ#1) 

WB 
Leaders (n=5) HRPs (n=5) Employees (n=9) 
Power (3) Power (2) Power (6) 
It’s Personal (2) It’s Personal (2)  
Manipulation (2)  Manipulation (2) 
Intimidation (3)  Intimidation (2) 
Personal Insecurity/ 
Lack of Ability (2) 

Personal Insecurity/ 
Lack of Ability (1) 

 

Difficult to Define (2)   
 Aggressive/Passive Aggressive (3) Aggressive/Passive Aggressive (4) 
 Unsafe Working Environment (1) Unsafe Working Environment (4) 
 Duality (2)  
  Demeaning/Shaming (4) 
  Personal Impacts (2) 
  Systemic (1) 

 
PH 
Leaders (n=5) HRPs (n=5) Employees (n=9) 
Undermining Confidence/Self-Confidence 
(5) 

Undermining Confidence/Self-Confidence 
(3) 

Undermining Self-Confidence (3) 

Aggressive/Passive Aggressive (1) Aggressive/Passive Aggressive (3)  
Gaslighting (1) Gaslighting (1) Gaslighting (2) 
Cumulative Effect (3) Cumulative Effect (1)  
Relation to WB (3) Relation to WB (2) Relation to WB (2) 
 Power (2) Power (3) 
 Hard to Identify (1)  
  Manipulation (2) 
  Mental Health/Well-Being (5) 
  Unsafe Working Environment (2) 
  Self-Doubt (2) 
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OP 
Leaders (n=5) HRPs (n=5) Employees (n=9) 
OP General 
Part of Working Life (1) Part of Working Life (1) Part of Working Life (2) 
Game Playing (3) Game Playing (1) Game Playing (2) 
Managing Up (1)  Managing Up/Getting Ahead (2) 
Duality (1) Duality (1) Duality (1) 
Systems/Norms/Values (1) Systems/Norms/Values (1) Systems/Norms/Values (2) 
Relationships (1)  Relationships (2) 
Maneuvering (3)   
Power (1)   
 Need to Understand (3)  
  Interpretation/Navigation (2) 
  Relation to WB (1) 
OP Positive 
Negotiation (1) Negotiation (1)  
Collaboration (1) Collaboration (1)  
Relationships (1)   
 Healthy Debate (1)  
OP Negative 
Not Acknowledged (2) Not Acknowledged (1)  
Self-Serving/Manipulative (3) Self-Serving (2)  
Systems/Norms/Values (2)  Systems/Norms/Values (1) 
Dishonesty/Lack of Integrity (3)   
 Managing Up (1) Managing Up (3) 
 Power (1) Power (4) 
 Toxic (2)  
 Milder Term/Whitewash (1)  
  Game Playing (3) 
  Unsafe Working Environment (2) 
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Appendix P: DL Characterization Themes and Supporting Data - All Groups 

L Themes 
 
DL Characterization 
Themes 

Comments L 

Focus on Results I found out later on that the fact that it was well known beyond just you know, our particular 
team or our particular area of the company, and that it was tolerated, that, you know, the benefit 
of their production, their execution, you know, the results that they delivered it, they tolerated 
the fact that it came with some carnage, or came with some, you know, some collateral damage 

1 

   
Starts at the Top Like he was a, you know, some use the word visionary. I don't think he was a visionary. I think 

he had grandiose ideas. I think he was somebody that really wanted that spotlight, limelight, 
legacy, all of that. So had really big aspirations, had a sort of mystique about him. And so had 
charisma in that sense. And I mean, really was extremely well known in the industry, so had 
tremendous credibility as an industry leader. So all of that was true. But it was his way…there 
was one way, which was his way, and you knew that if you didn't go along with it, then there 
were alternatives...which was, you know, the nine VPs that he'd fired previous 

2 

 [The organization was] totally bipolar...so one of the fascinating things is that you can live in 
this duality. I mean, that's what we've been talking about is that we all had to juggle this 
duality...is you had to present a particular way and understand the rules of engagement with the 
CEO. And then outside of that, you could just get on with living corporate life the way normal 
people live corporate life. 

2 

   
Willful Blindness there's this willful blindness, that you see the, you know, the bodies kind of starting to add up in 

terms of how many VP he's fired, and you see some of his behavior in the boardroom, but, you 
know, they just turn a blind eye 

2 

 So you know, there's a little bit with the person's track record, that may not be spoken to, but it's 
very much in the room and you're aware of, you know, the dead birds on your back porch from 
the cat, right? 

2 

 it was kind of an atmosphere that was tolerated…they tolerated the fact that it came with some 
carnage, or came with some, you know, some collateral damage 

1 

 Example: 1 
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DL Characterization 
Themes 

Comments L 

they literally looked the other way. We were a smaller division, or operation of a U.S. company. 
And they literally just did not pay attention, even though prior to me getting there, as I found out 
from some of my peers, there had been other incidences and other issues, other behaviors that 
apparently had been shared. And they just looked the other way. 

 A second organization I'm thinking of, like I said, I didn't think they handled it either, because 
by the time I left, two other people had come forth to me, actually, one wasn't on our team. It 
was actually a person, another VP on another team, that I guess our group worked with a lot. 
They had also said that they had had these issues, like being told, being challenged in a way that 
was disrespectful, being told that they weren't worth their value as a VP, you know, they weren't 
all this hot stuff, blah, blah, blah...all kinds of like, inappropriate comments. And she had shared 
that with her leader and nothing was done. Like the leader sort of just again, sort of tried to 
make, you know, excuses or try to rationalize the decision away to say "it is what it is. There's 
nothing we can really do about it.” And I think that was ultimately why that person had left the 
organization now she's off somewhere else, but I know that was a big part of it because she 
didn't think anything was done about that and she had to deal with our leader regularly 

1 

 the company supported the fear monger, of course, you know, or it was swept under the carpet, 
and I was made to feel it was me being overly sensitive 

4 

 it went on to denial, denial, try to sweep under the rug 
 
when I brought concerns up, or questions, they would act like "never heard of that, that never 
happened. I don't know what you're talking about." And it would go seemingly across staff and 
some of the councilors 

3 

   
Personality/Style Issue So this will be more than just opinion, because, I was involved in a discussion about one of the 

leaders, eventually, by their leader, and it was seen as a style. It was seen as a personality 
difference initially, like, "Oh, yeah, well, you know, they get a little stressed in the moment, 
and, you know, yeah, they'll do X, Y and Z. But you know, at the end of the day, though, it's 
nothing personal, and you just have to sort of learn how to deal with it and develop kind of a 
thick skin." Versus, you know, that to be honest, it was, you know, more than just a thick skin 
issue 

1 
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DL Characterization 
Themes 

Comments L 

not everybody can agree with everybody, not everybody's kind of got the same degree of 
comfort with, let's say, confrontation or those kinds of things 

 it's about you just being such different personalities, that you're an irritant 4 
   
Labelling you can have a leader who's made a mistake at some time, a mistake in their leadership journey, 

and all of a sudden, I've had experience where they've been labeled, or I've been labeled a 
certain way 

5 

 I would interpret some staff I think would say, after a while, they may be...drinking the kool aid 
for a bit and may see me as...potentially see, [NAME] as the harasser. What's his problem? 
We've always run it this way, though. We've never had issues 

3 

 
HRP Themes 
 
DL Characterization 
Themes 

Comments HRP 

Focus on Results It's sad to say, good results and poor behavior is often accepted and retained and rewarded. 
Even though many companies say they don't stand for that, that is still very prevalent 

4 

 the competent asshole, and I believe that leadership saw that person as someone who gets 
things done. And yeah, they were a little rough around the edges, but they delivered what they 
needed to deliver. And they were very smart. So they were viewed as someone who delivered. 
And, frankly, I mean, that's specific behavior I've seen over and over again, you know, people 
who were so terrible as managers. And, but were such slave drivers in a way that they always 
delivered. So...from their bosses perspective, until they had, you know, a human resources 
complaint, I'm sorry, human rights complaint, you know, that was a trade off most people were 
willing to make 

3 

   
Starts at the Top I truly believe that that kind of behavior starts at the top, you know, I think of work 

environments where I have been, and the CEO, EVP whatever the top role was, did not tolerate 
bullying. And therefore it did not happen. And if somebody tried to do it, it was dealt with. 

2 

 If your CEO or your senior vice presidents run meetings by berating and being rude to people, 
and hostile and humiliating ain't much going to happen in your organization. 

3 
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DL Characterization 
Themes 

Comments HRP 

 Example: 
I had a president and CEO who was involved in a corporate affair, using company time and 
company dollars, who engaged in significant psychological warfare on the two of us who 
discovered it and reported it. And that included intimidation, threats to fire, telling other people 
untruths about us and generally working to try and punish people for what he had done 

1 

   
Willful Blindness I would say peers knew it, but were reluctant to bring it forward to the boss, mostly because the 

boss would ignore it 
3 

 a leader that I have experienced who yells and screams and diminishes people in a sexist 
and...the Board would have nothing to do with dealing with behavior. Nothing. In fact, I think 
they were in what is the word? Was it like willful blindness? Is that you call it? Willful 
blindness? 

2 

   
Lack of Leader 
Accountability 

Everyone sees it, everyone knows it, you know, the only people that don't know it is the board 
that she reports into 
 
it was a board that was completely unengaged and unknowing. It...this is a small town 
community, and so they have no idea what a board is meant to do. Right? And so yeah. So, just 
she had tons of autonomy, she's not going anywhere. 

5 

   
Systemic in my time as an HR person, I have seen many bullies. They show up in different shapes and 

forms men and women. Some, if I think back to...days in financial services, some were, what's 
the right word? It was just part of the furniture, that it was part of the culture that bullying 
happened. And it was sort of a 'put up and shut up.' 

2 

 They set a tone to your organization about what you'll put up with and what you won't put up 
with. And that ultimately, does weave into the kind of culture that you have. You know, there 
was a term when I was in healthcare, that "nurses eat their young" and I remember saying 
to...the Chief Nurse, "you should probably just get your people to stop saying that." Like, it's 
not funny, right? But it was almost like a rite of passage, which was bullying. And...I'm sure 
they didn't see it that way. They just saw it as "oh well...I got a bit beat up on my way up the 

2 
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ranks, and you are too" and it would be like, "well, so how did that make you feel? Being beat 
up coming up the ranks?" 

 there's that old boys...quote, "old boys network" that "Well, I've done it, so you should" 5 
   
Lack of Leader Ability the reason I talked about psychological harassment, because the thing that struck me … was 

that all of the employees were identifying that Sunday nights were hell. That they couldn't sleep 
on Sunday nights that...just Sundays were just the worst day. 
 
…it was because of just erratic behavior. Erratic behavior, in terms of how you talk to people. 
Erratic behavior, in terms of how you set their objectives, or assignments, and I'm talking day 
to day hour to hour like forget setting long term objectives 

3 

 in this one situation that I'm thinking about the psychological harassment, frankly, was more to 
the point. And it was a leader who...there was way too much work in the area, and this leader 
could not establish and stick to priorities. So, the staff always felt like they were failing, 
because they weren't working on the thing that was top of mind for the leader at that moment 
that nobody knew was top of mind. So oftentimes, this kind of psychological harassment can 
come from people who have no structure in what they do. So, they just keep throwing out 
assignments, and people are trying to do them, and then they change. 

2 

   
Managing Up It's, sometimes inconsistent, it's sometimes well masked, you have leaders that don't want to see 

it sometimes, because of course, for them, they're seeing only the good side of the coin 
4 

 I would say that...most often I find that leaders when they are being...when their political 
employees are managing up, leaders have a completely blind eye to that 

3 

 Example: OP sanctioned more than PH 
I would say is it's the delivery that is used as the counter. "Yeah, they may not be the nicest 
person, but their stuff is always on time. And "yeah, we...haven't had too many people go out 
on stress leave from this person" 

3 

   
 



 
THE CHARACTERIZATION OF DARK LEADERSHIP  
 

 

275 

EM Themes 
 
DL Characterization 
Themes 

Comments EM 

Focus on Results the managing partner, who oversees that team is also aware. They're fully aware of the situation. 
But the trouble is that there is, unfortunately, there is a bit of a benefit to it. Not long term, but 
people perform really well, we work really, really hard. That team has sort of become the gold 
standard within our whole division for high quality, highly engaged, you know, high performance 
individuals. It's just not sustainable. So that's sort of, the backside of it. 

8 

 I think it is being characterized as a High-Performance Team Leader, someone who drives quality 
and drives, you know, just high output 

8 

 Because ultimately, that's what, you know, the large organizations that I've been involved with, it's 
it's about profitability, it's about efficiencies. It's about how do we compare to our peers? It's about 
our quarterly, you know, earnings. Let's you know, we need to look at those things. And if leaders 
are delivering on those things, a lot of the other qualities that, you know, that we're talking about 
are overlooked. Because, you know, nobody died, we didn't lose money. Great. 

2 

 You know, a lot of my own management, it was "Oh, that's what this guy is like." 
right now he fits a bill, he does a job and his behavior is...I guess accepted 

5 

 Example: 
I guess you could kind of put it under the umbrella of office politics. It's kind of like, "Well, you 
know, what, right now he's serving a purpose. So, let's just get through this really rough time we're 
all in, and then maybe we'll deal with it." 
this whole idea of, well, you know, it's not going to last forever, so just keep your nose to the 
grindstone and keep doing it. If you have to deal with bad behavior, just let's get through it right 
now. So it's sort of just being brushed aside, and not really dealt with, because...you know, 
everybody's putting everything else in front of that 
When asked if it would be different if it were given a different name (WB or PH) 
personally, I do, because I think when you give it a name, people have to take a step back and go, 
"Oh, I'm responsible for that." You know, it's the unfortunate thing of, not that you do it in front of 
somebody else, but it's calling somebody out on their behavior and giving it a name. Yeah 

5 

   
Starts at the Top Because I think she could have gotten, quote, unquote, in trouble for that. I think that, at least at the 

site that I worked at, I think the expectation was that the director…was in charge. She made final 
9 
 



 
THE CHARACTERIZATION OF DARK LEADERSHIP  
 

 

276 

DL Characterization 
Themes 

Comments EM 

calls she was the one to...answer to the higher ups as well and she ruled with, I don't know if it was 
a total iron fist, but she was in charge, and everybody knew it. And so the other supervisors were 
kind of like her...they were like…her sidekicks. And so to take a risk and to speak up and to almost 
challenge her would not have gone well. I think that…I don't know in terms of what that would 
have actually meant, but, but everyone was pretty compliant with her. And I think there would 
have been some kind of repercussion, either like a figurative hand slap or scolding or something 
like that. So I think it would have been risky. 

 the managing partner, who oversees that team is also aware. They're fully aware of the situation. 8 
 what I always say to myself, Look up, who is that person's manager? And then, you know, keep 

looking up. Like, if you have, a bad...what we'll call like a culture in an area or in an organization, I 
always just think keep looking up 

2 

 I realized that it was more of a trickle-down thing 1 
   
Willful Blindness I don't think leaders attribute the high turnover to the performance of, or the leadership or lack of 

leadership skills of that one person. Even though they should, and even though through exit 
interviews, and whatnot, they are probably getting that type of data. 

8 

 Often times, I've heard HRBP say that there are complaints. And one of the things the hrbp say is 
that they feel frustrated, because they just have all these complaints, and nothing is done. There's 
just...nothing is done. So, some of the HRBP left the organization at some point, three years ago, 
they left in droves. So, some of them...because I mentored a lot of these people as well, because 
they trusted me, so they come to me and one of the biggest challenges they had was, they spend 
their days just looking at all these complaints, but then the leaders don't take it anywhere. It's just 
all documented, nothing is done. It doesn't really change the system. It's just all paperwork, nothing 
is done. And that was how I felt too when I complained 

1 

 So her peers certainly knew. And I know that's so in both cases. I know her boss knew because her 
boss ended up calling us all in one by one to interview us about, you know, the behavior and what 
was happening and I'm pretty sure, you know, it was it was fluffed off [as if] it wasn't that bad. It 
was it was very much sloughed off well, and point being, there was never anything done about it, 
there was no change made other than people began to retire, leave on stress leave. There was a 
pregnant woman who took her mat leave earlier, like one by one the entire team left 

2 
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Lack of Leader 
Accountability 

even from the beginning, where I was, like, um, so there is literally no structure in place. And that 
made me realize the lack of accountability. And I was one of, let's see, three...I think we had about 
25 total employees. So again, it was very small, it was just starting out, but I think there were only 
three women, I was one of three. 

4 

 HQ: So difficult because this was a private practice, right? 
EM3: Yes. There's no one else involved in running a practice...it was all hers 
 
she can get a get away with a lot 

3 

 I'm thinking of another organization that I worked for, you know, where I saw poor behavior, or 
knew of, I should say, and, ultimately, they might get pushed out, but it seems to take a long time. 
There's a lot of collateral damage before anybody is ever, like, held accountable. 

2 

   
Systemic part of that has to do with the fact that as a professional, you know, accounting and consulting firm, 

you know, that's considered to just be part of how things work, right? There is a high attrition rate. 
And that's kind of accepted. 

8 

 "Well, this is how it was for me. So you're going to get the same treatment." So maybe this person 
is justifying it based on what they were kind of put through and the gauntlet that they had to run 
through to get to where they are 

8 

 if you accept it, you enable it. And it doesn't require any changes 5 
 it was a startup and there wasn't much infrastructure in place. But there was no real HR, there was 

no set, full onboarding system. And so anytime I had a question, it was kind of tossed around, I had 
to go around and ask so many different people, and then ultimately, maybe even ask the CEO. And 
then anytime it was HR related, all of the guys at work at their desks had...you may not actually 
believe this, Hillary, but they would have handles of whiskey on their table on the desk, and lift 
that up anytime I had brought something about HR...about, you know, pay movement, like 
paycheck paperwork, or something about that was said in a meeting, and I would, you know, go up 
to the CEO or something, and he would send me out to, you know, so and so's desk, and he 
would... the gentlemen...the coworker would lift up the handle of, you know, Jack Daniels, and 
then look at me and say, "Okay, well come on into HR, we'll have a talk." 

4 



 
THE CHARACTERIZATION OF DARK LEADERSHIP  
 

 

278 

DL Characterization 
Themes 

Comments EM 

 for them was like, Okay, I guess this is just kind of how it's gonna be here. And everybody else 
who's been here for a while, seem to just get along and laugh and also have a bottle of Jack Daniels 
on their desk, too. So maybe that's just what, what we do 

4 

 culture, organizational culture, organizational climate. Those are some of the root causes. And if 
those are not addressed, then workplace bullying, psychological harassment, office politics can't be 
fully addressed, as well 

1 

 They have an environment that does not discourage that kind of behaviour 1 
 Example (Employee chose to leave the organization): 

I felt like I cannot be a leader in such an organization when most of the leaders are like that. It's a 
very toxic leadership environment in that organization. And I, would never aspire to...such...to that 
kind of leadership 

1 

 Example (even though the organization may have seen the leader behaviour as bullying): 
I think certainly, certainly bullying, for sure. Yeah…I think it was overlooked because of tenure. 
And this was an organization that very much rewarded long-term service, like that was a badge of 
honor. The longer you were there, it didn't matter so much what you were doing, it was more 
about, you know, you're a good guy, and you've been around a long time. And that was very loud 
and clear. And this person had been around a long time. 28 years or something by the time I 
worked for her 

2 

   
Public image The company seemed to have a history of being financially strong and a great place to grow, 

experience wise and also financially. So I think, myself included, a lot of folks were like, thinking 
this is a good place to grow financially and in work experience, you have to deal with very difficult 
management, but stick it out until you can branch out on your own 
 
This company also had a strong reputation in the community. I don't think the community was 
aware of the internal dynamics that happened. So that was also part of the motivation to try to stick 
it out. So you could always say, you work for this company, or you used to work for this company 

6 

 The funny thing is, is one of the reasons that I joined this company is 20 years ago, I was doing the 
same job and in a different company. And we worked with this company. And at the time, 
everybody was praising it. And if you were to read about them on the internet, it's all about work 
life, emotional intelligence, running its course, work life balance, we work at creating an an 

5 
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environment of equality. And, you know, we want to ensure our employees are happy. And here's 
what we do. And it lists them, oh, here's what we do. vacations and time, and, you know, bonuses 
and all this kind of stuff. It doesn't exist. 

 we would hear...there were, you know, values…that were talked about at the very high level. You 
know, senior C suite talked about the values. But you know, who…was living the values? Not, you 
know, not a couple people around me, that's for sure 

2 

   
Family/Loyalty it felt like a dysfunctional family where the managers were...wanted the employees to play along 

and be nice and fall in line with the whims of the manager. And the employees are hard workers, 
they want to get the job done, do what the boss needs, but there was also this other air of keep the 
boss happy, or the boss will do bizarre things and label you as a... not a good employee, if the boss 
feels emotionally relationally slighted by the employees 

6 
 

 with this particular job, the CEO would call it a family, he would say this is your family this is you 
know, we do things for each other. And you know, when things and projects aren't working out, 
like you drop everything so that you go and help your family. So, it got very blurry because when 
my actual family, when my husband needed me or, you know, things had come up like, it almost 
felt like...it was almost like I had to choose between these two families. 

4 

   
Pick a Target To the point where everyone in our team knew that this person would kind of pick one person. And 

the moment that that person left the team, or left the company, they would pick another person. 
And the joke was that you were their 'person'...you could call it like a scapegoat or, you know, the 
person who was bullied, it was just there was the person. I was that person for about a year and a 
half. 

8 

 it was always someone's turn. And it was a matter of time, before it was your turn, to be the person 
who's having a problem or not doing well or needs improvement in an unbalanced way 

6 

 She started to focus...she typically would focus on one intern at a time and she started to focus on 
me 

3 

   
Unsafe Working 
Environment 

then he started to...he really started to intimidate me more and harass me. And this is the same guy 
that in the past has told me that if I have a problematic staff, just performance manage the staff out. 
And I said what does that mean? He said, just intimidate the person to get out...so they don't fire 

1 
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you, but they start to intimidate you, they start to put you down, they don't support you. So that you 
yourself know that you're not welcome here. So why would you want to go to a place where you 
spend eight, nine hours of your day every day where you're not welcome. So then you leave, but 
they're not firing you. But then you resign because you're not supported. And I think that was what 
he started to do with me. 

 I guess it just felt like harassment in the sense of, "Don't speak up. Don't advocate for yourself, 
don't ask for what you need. Even if you feel unsafe, just suck it up and deal with it. And if you do 
say anything, then you have to go." 

9 

 I asked for support from her...she never…she dismissed it, and she kind of left me to my own 
devices 
It was continuous, negative, negative feedback regarding this one thing. The one that's been really 
causing some psychological, mental difficulties 

7 

   
Power I was really intimidated by my boss, because my boss didn't treat me well. 6 
 And this particular leader that I reported to actually came to me one day and said…when he lied in 

a meeting and I said, “Why did you lie to the people? That's not true?” He said, “Well, if you really 
want to be a leader, you have to learn how to lie.” 

1 

 there's a lot of "I'm in charge, so I'm just going to keep over talking you. I'm in charge, so this is 
just what you have to do. I know better." 

5 

 I can't really decide if it would be bullying, that thought runs through my head...is this bullying? 
Now, I'm a guidance counselor work with that term a lot being thrown around with kids. So I'm 
always mindful of the overuse of that term. But in the sense that it's a power differential, and it's a 
constant berating, I would consider it to a certain extent, kind of a bullying. Psychological 
harassment would be that, as well 

7 

 The impact to me is just it's making me question about staying in the profession. If this is worth it, 
and constantly kind of worrying what kind of impact this is going to have on my career in general. 
I feel that she's subtly telling me, "I have this power over your career." 

7 

 She would be, and I've heard her say this in meetings, she would be "I'm accountable for this 
[name] team, I am under so much pressure to be accountable for us. I'm held to a responsibility, it 
all comes down to me." And that would be her, I guess her defense 

7 
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Appendix Q: DL Challenges Themes and Supporting Data - All Groups 

L Themes 
 
DL Challenges 
Themes 

Comments L 

Fear I know my experience, when we've had to move on a couple people who we knew were bullying 
and we would have people come to you and say, "oh, we're telling you, about this, but I don't 
want to do anything about it" which is usually the first sign there's something wrong, right? 
When they, because they're afraid of repercussions. 

5 

 I've watched leaders do some of this stuff. And what surprises me is that, like the battered wife 
syndrome, people stay in those roles when they are being psychologically attacked, that they 
actually rather than move on into another or say, "I can't do this job anymore, this job doesn't fit 
for me" they stay in that role 

5 

 the manager listened, asked what they should do, then went away, then never heard anything 
else on it again. It left them feeling "Oh, I shouldn't have said anything, because now it's gonna 
be used against me. And it's probably on my record" 

4 

   
Lack of 
Organizational Action 

I think that there was a real underestimation of the longer-term impact on morale, on 
performance, even on this person's ability to maintain a team, because oftentimes people left and 
it would take longer than normal, particularly if they were looking to hire from within because 
of the reputation of this person 

1 

 We had the discussion, you need to bring this forward to your supervisor, the supervisor was 
part of the issue. We then suggested going over the manager, to the leader of the personnel, they 
did not have an HR department. So the leader would...the short story, the leader would say yes, 
we'll deal with this, but nothing was dealt with. 

3 

 Others are saying this problem, former councillors, this problem has gone on too long, that CAO 
should be terminated. Former councillors and Mayors are telling me this individual's been a 
problem...manipulative 

3 

 myself and several other people across the business who had found themselves in similar 
positions with this one woman, all went to HR separately, and made official complaints. And at 
the time I left, of the four of us, one of them had been fired. One of them had been demoted. 

4 
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Another one just left of their own accord, and I had a breakdown. And she's still there. Now. 10 
years on. 

   
Lack of 
Accountability 

HQ: I'm just curious. Can the CAO be dismissed in any way?  
L3: Yes, it takes council to do it. All of council. And we're not doing any performance 
assessments so it's impossible 

3 

 there's no attempt really, to get that more rounded view of what this person is doing, or how 
they're doing it. And oftentimes, I think that, because, you know, focus on results, and those 
kinds of things, that they're blinded by the fact that the results aren't everything, and they treat 
them as though they are everything like they, you know, obviously...the ends matter a lot, but 
there has to be some balanced towards including the means particularly from a leadership style 
standpoint. 

1 

   
Managing Up I think there's also a lack of recognition that the, oftentimes the leader of a leader like this thinks 

that their observations are the complete observations of this person's behavior and value 
 
In other words, some people are very good at managing up, obviously, they don't exhibit some 
of these behaviors to their, direct boss, they may be most likely, you know, exhibiting these 
behaviors, you know, downwards towards their subordinates 

1 

   
Role of Unions* 
 

it was really hard to get at...to deal with some of these bullies. I mean, we did it in the end, but it 
took a long, long time, a long time to build...and because the union will protect them, and you 
have to have proof.  

5 

* Important comment to note 
 
HRP Themes 
 
DL Challenges 
Themes 

Comments HRP 

Fear So I would say that...one of the biggest challenges is a really interesting double-edged sword, 
which is when people are fearful, or someone has made them, you know, so unhappy, they want 

3 
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to talk about it in a safe place, they often don't want to make a formal complaint because they 
don't trust the situation. So therefore, if they don't make a formal complaint, you can't address it, 
right? So, you can only help to coach that individual and how they might deal with it. But it can 
be very challenging if the employee doesn't want to go forward 

 when a leader thinks that someone is delivering, it is very hard to give them tangible proof of 
what is happening behind the scenes, because employees do not feel safe. So, they don't often feel 
safe to come forward and complain 

3 

   
Misinterpretation by 
Employee 

sometimes it can be employees who misunderstand, and it really can be mis...and, you know, 
employees misunderstanding that their performance, and people giving feedback on performance 
isn't bullying 

5 

 And getting concrete examples that don't come across as just sour grapes, because you're not as, 
you know, rewarded or a strong performer as this other person 

4 

   
Personality/Style Issue 
 

there are also situations where, you know, there's just not a good fit. And, you know, for some 
reason, that an...a boss and their employee can't get along 

5 

   
High Performers The credibility of the person bringing forward or their bias or prejudice against that person may 

limit how seriously they take it, they may not want to deal with it, because this person is a high 
performer 

4 

 when a leader thinks that someone is delivering, it is very hard to give them tangible proof of 
what is happening behind the scenes, because employees do not feel safe. So, they don't often feel 
safe to come forward and complain 

3 

 The challenges are often to try and show the impacts of those negative behaviors because these 
people are often very good at making it rain, as the term goes, right? They're very good at 
producing results, they're very good at managing upwards, like they don't exhibit the same 
behaviors with their leaders and sometimes even their peers. The negative behavior and 
leadership is often with their staff, or people in the organization they consider junior or 
unimportant 

4 

 I also think it depended on their personal relationship with that individual. I think it was very, 
very dependent on their relationship with customers or external people who mattered to the 

1 
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business external stakeholders. was a big impact. If they had a good standing with customers, 
despite their bad leadership, companies were really willing to tolerate a lot more. If they had a 
role to play with stockholders, or stakeholders that had an impact on the finances of the business 

   
Building a Good Case I worked for a government agency for about eight years. So, you know, 1500 employees, there 

was lots of, you know, human resource type issues that would come to my attention regularly, 
because I was the business partner. And, you know, one of the things that I could hear from an 
employee would be, you know, I don't know what happened, but everything was fine until one 
day. And you know, and I never really understood that. And I always thought, "Yeah, I don't 
know, if I believe you on that." 

5 

 I find it hard to tease apart the two, like, between bullying and harassment, because, you know, 
you think...in the playground, someone pushes you over, is that harassment or bullying? You 
know, it's mean, whatever it is. [Yeah] But if you know, somebody, somebody, you know, is 
gossiping about you, and sort of defacing your person, is that harassing behavior? Or is that 
bullying? You know, so I don't actually have a good grasp 

2 

 I continued to start to document and start to talk to people and I had people come in to me, we 
looked at engagement surveys, we looked at a whole bunch of data, turnover, all kinds of things 
to really start to get a feel for what was going on in this area. And it really did come down...we 
did let her go. And it was a hard decision 

2 

 So, the reason I say that is that investigations take up a lot of our time, but they have to be done 
well. And they have to be done with an impartiality and evidence based as much as possible 
...because they're serious, like, once you're accused of something, it's almost like you're guilty of 
it. And you might be, you might very well be, but you might not be 

2 

 it also depends on what the accusation is. And if the accusation is something about a negative 
behavior, then is it you know, an illegal behavior? Or is it just poor teamwork? Both should be 
addressed. But to address a negative leadership behavior that is illegal, unethical, abusive, is 
probably more serious than someone who just, you know, isn't a good communicator isn't good at 
recognition and isn't, you know, that strong a leader. Those are negative leadership behaviors, 
you know, as well. To not be a good manager, to not be a good leader. But then there are negative 
leadership behaviors, which are actually violations, not just poor skill level. 

4 
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Working with 
Organizational 
Leadership on 
Solutions 

You know, I think the most interesting challenge always is not...If you're just dealing with middle 
managers, and you can get them in a room and they're responsible for their own their own 
behavior, sometimes as an HR professional, you can have influence. If though they report to a 
hierarchy of toxic leaders, you can't do anything and when the CEO of a company is a toxic 
leader, and that individuals direct reports are toxic leaders, it's pretty hard to have influence 

3 

 high trust in the organization. Fast forward from, so you can tie this to the president of the 
company at the time, whose name was [NAME]...when he left and retired, the progressive CEOs 
that came in behind did not value human resources and progressive policies related to people in 
that same way at all. And as that happens, and as you see the behaviors of the most senior leaders 
being modeled, you know, that HR can only do so much. And then just general trust in the 
organization slips 

3 

 it's trying to work with the more senior, next level manager to say, to try and convince him that, 
while this looks like it'll be a real big hole, and a real big loss for you, if this...these are the 
impacts this person has happening, down the road, you will be much better off. The impact of one 
person to the toxicity of their work team and the results of the others is probably underestimated 
or unknown. 

4 

 I think probably the hardest thing when dealing with that kind of behavior is that once somebody 
achieves a leadership role, the people who have promoted them and the time spent to get to that 
stage of your career, what I really found is that companies are much more willing to deal with 
individual contributors who have flaws or problems or behavioral challenges, and they're willing 
to release them. But the cost and the time involved in rehabilitating or releasing a leader and a 
manager is a much harder conversation. And companies are less willing to release that 
investment, and so more willing to tolerate bad behavior and bad leaders than they should be 

1 

 
EM Themes 
 
DL Challenges 
Themes 

Comments EM 

Fear because people are afraid to lose their jobs. That's the bottom line 1 
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 I knew that it was wrong. But I was disempowered, like, this is someone that keeps you from even 
being able to reach the leaders or to complain. And then you're afraid to complain, because the 
organization sees this person as a credible person 

1 

 how can I deal with it in a way that's going to be professional and effective? So that...because as 
you know, when…that stress response...you will become emotional, right? So, you really have 
to...I freeze to make sure that I don't say anything that could be held against me 

7 

 Other people are, "I'm terrified to fight. I'm terrified to say anything," because they've been shot 
down so many times, the bullying has been that great, I think 

5 

   
Lack of 
Organizational Action 

there isn't really that much you can do there. Now the firm is not going to discipline or fire this 
person over their behavior 

8 

 I finally had had enough, one day where I went to my own manager, and then took it to HR. 
Unfortunately, it doesn't really go far. So, I've changed my own tactics with this gentleman, 
because unfortunately, human resources didn't really take it too far 
I don't know what exactly happened. It just didn't really...there wasn't a resolution. I expected, you 
know, hearing back from HR that there was, you know, a meeting of the minds. It was basically it 
left to us having to work it out ourselves 

5 

   
Speaking up makes 
things worse 

it also didn't feel like there was much room to defend myself, defend my perspective, without 
opening up the can of worms. That was...I felt like my boss was not a great boss and was very...I 
felt intimidated and unsafe around my boss 

6 

 For concerns, or worry, that's it would not be...that there would be a misunderstanding or 
misinterpretation of the concerns that the employees would bring to management, and then there 
would be some sort of negative effect or consequence that would befall the employee. They would 
be made to be wrong, be made to...the employee, would it be made to be wrong to be not 
understanding some label of not being willing to be a team player, something about not being 
consistent with the team, the mission statement or the core values of the company? And it would be 
to the detriment of the employee. The original concern may or may not be addressed, likely 
wouldn't be addressed. 

6 

 I feel that she's...she probably believes she has some ammunition on my part. And it might just 
tarnish my review or my file. I'm kind of scared about how she would twist what I would say or 

7 
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any questioning, because I feel that yeah...and that kind of comes into the bullying aspect of the 
job. That she knows that I know she could really put a stain on my career, I guess 

 I worry that anything that I talked to my co-workers about with regards to some problems I might 
be having could be found out and kind of come back on me as something negative. Another 
negative I guess report on like, my file, right? 

7 

 We decided not to, because it would just cause a lot of problems for us. So, it went on...it wasn't 
brought out into the open, even though everyone at the practice pretty much knew things were 
going on with all of us. 
It probably would be more problematic for us moving forward than, you know, getting what we 
needed...getting some justice 

3 

 I reported it to a VP. The VP heard me. But he couldn't do anything. To be fair to the VP, I didn't 
think he could do anything at that point. And I was indirectly warned by my team members as well 
to not report it because the guy has a godmother in leadership. And so, I found out, that that was 
the truth. So reporting was not...was not a good step for me to take. Because after I did that, the 
guy now doubled down on me in terms of intimidation. And so that was why I just I knew that I 
needed to leave. It wasn't going to be workable. 

1 

 I went to human resources...I communicated to them, via email, "here's why I'm putting in my two-
weeks notice, I don't feel safe here. I don't feel like I'm being supported in my work. I don't feel 
like I'm being supported in terms of setting boundaries, where I feel emotionally safe. And I just 
need that to be on record because I doubt my supervisors are going to say that." So I went to HR. 
And...I think I sent that email in the morning, and by, I want to say, two o'clock that afternoon, I 
had HR...which they were located in a totally different location from our site... HR showed up at 
my office and said, "Pack up your things. Here's your check for your two weeks, and you're done." 
And I wasn't allowed to say goodbye to any of my patients. I wasn't allowed to say goodbye to any 
of my co-workers. I was basically...they watched me as I packed up my things and they escorted 
me to my car. 

9 

   
Lack of support So, there was no human resources. There was an informal option, or instruction that we could go to 

our supervisors who are also the managers. But it's my words, it felt like they were in cahoots with 
the head management and that didn't feel like a productive, safe work environment 

6 
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 it was a startup and there wasn't much infrastructure in place. But there was no real HR, there was 
no set, full onboarding system. And so, anytime I had a question, it was kind of tossed around, I 
had to go around and ask so many different people, and then ultimately, maybe even ask the CEO. 
And then anytime it was HR related, all of the guys at work at their desks had...you may not 
actually believe this, Hillary, but they would have handles of whiskey on their table on the desk, 
and lift that up anytime I had brought something about HR...about, you know, pay movement, like 
paycheck paperwork, or something about that was said in a meeting, and I would, you know, go up 
to the CEO or something, and he would send me out to, you know, so and so's desk, and he 
would... the gentlemen...the coworker would lift up the handle of, you know, Jack Daniels, and 
then look at me and say, "Okay, well come on into HR, we'll have a talk." 

4 

 HQ: So difficult because this was a private practice, right? 
EM3: Yes. There's no one else involved in running a practice...it was all hers 

3 

 one of the hardest things is there was no one to go to 3 
 the way they framed it was, "well, you don't feel safe here, so you should go." And, and so yeah, 

there was there was no sense of support at all 
in terms of actual real support, I never experienced that, ever. 

9 

   
Stuck right now, I think people feel they don't have a voice at all. So, nobody's even willing to give this a 

name 
5 

 oftentimes, I know, for myself, I think, am I crazy? Or is she picking on me? Like is it just me? 2 
 I knew that it was wrong. But I was disempowered, like, this is someone that keeps you from even 

being able to reach the leaders or to complain. And then you're afraid to complain, because the 
organization sees this person as a credible person 

1 

 If I wasn't married to a man that earned so much, I can't resign as well, I would have stayed in that 
toxic environment and there's so many people like that. 

1 

 feeling like I'm, I'm in there by myself, like, I'm having to fight for myself and if I'm bringing these 
concerns and saying, hey, there's this, you know...and feeling like I'm being sexually harassed by 
these patients, and I'm not allowed to say anything 

9 

 I think that for a lot of people, they either don't feel like they have a way out or they don't know 
what to do. Or they feel like well, I just...at least that's my experience that there's a sense of, well, I 
just have to go along with it. 

9 
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there are so many unhealthy systems in place. And I think that they're...certainly, in my opinion, 
that these destructive and toxic leaders exist because there's a system at play 

   
Systemic They have an environment that does not discourage that kind of behaviour. And I don't know what 

you've been reading about the Governor General of Canada? [Yeah] So it's similar to that. Like, if 
nobody confronts it for years, bad, toxic leadership just goes on and on like that, if it's not, 
confronted because people are afraid to lose their jobs. That's the bottom line 

1 

 this leader in particular had essentially built the practice. And sort of, and is still around, and, you 
know, has made partner at the firm. And the saying kind of was, well, they're not going anywhere. 
So you either learn to figure it out, or you leave, which is actually what I ended up doing 

8 

 I think what was even harder for me now that I look back at it is to see the other men around him 
that were younger, and that were closer to my age, that looked up to him and saw him as kind of 
the end all be all the type of man that they wanted to be. 

4 

 I look at some of these organizations, and I look at the very top leadership. And because that's, you 
know, I am a believer that the tone is set from the top. And I'm old enough to remember, you 
know, "what interests your boss fascinates me." So, you know, I very much feel that way. And this 
organization started to turn over when I was there, and the CEO started to bring in leaders from 
outside that could start to turn things around for this organization in terms of profitability, digital, 
you know, those kinds of things. And with every new hire, the culture got worse. And it was mind 
boggling to me. Ultimately, that has a huge trickle-down effect. 

2 

   
Personal Impacts Helplessness. I feel disempowered. I feel helpless. 1 
 when I left...it took me eight months to recover. I was deeply depressed. Eight months to recover. 1 
 even now, when I talk about it, I tell people like, yeah...it was, for me, it was it was pretty 

traumatizing 
9 
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Policy Themes Comments L 
Policy Exists but 
Doesn’t Help 

there are sometimes policies on how it's dealt with. But there's very little help being...very little 
help in actuality, being...being offered 

4 

 it was clear that many of these policies are out of date, some were in breach of the law, 
including the Respect in the Workplace policy that did not have avenues past the Administrator, 
where to go if the Administrator was the issue or was causing conflict in the organization or 
harassment 

3 

   
Only As Good As the 
Implementation 

Those...those policies and procedures are only as good as the leader actually implementing 
them, right? And people following through for it, because you can have the best policies in the 
world, but unless you deal with it doesn't matter 

5 

 it's really worrying, I think, that 75% of the people that we surveyed, said that their companies 
had a clear Code of Conduct on workplace bullying and the process that they should undertake, 
if they used it to report bullying. But the results showed that in the majority of cases, those 
policies and processes were not being implemented, and that they were being told that they 
were oversensitive. So, it was only actually 32% that got help through their companies...and 
even then, they didn't feel it was particularly…particularly good. You know, I had one lady 
who said, well, they did help, but they helped by finding me a new role and left the other 
person in place 

4 

 I brought concerns at a council meeting about "Okay, so if a resident experiences, let's say, 
bullying, harassment by staff, what happens? How's that covered?" "Well, it's covered by a 
Respect in the Workplace policy." So, I said, "I don't believe it is, but tell me how" and they 
couldn't explain it. I said, "Well, can you get an opinion?" They talk to a lawyer and said, "No, 
it should not go out past the...past the municipality, the request, it has to stay within. We don't 
want ... anonymous complaints." And I'm not sure if those were the words of the legal counsel, 
or those were what was filtered through. So, I said, "Actually, here's the website. Here's the 
process. The Ombudsman has it." I said, "Here's here's the document that says, 'if a resident has 
concerns, they can go to the Ombudsman directly with this.'" So, there is a process again, 
trying to stifle the opportunity to go outside of the organization. So, there's many, many areas 

3 
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where they're just, I think, they know they have an issue and if they're confronted with it, 
they've got some concerns… at the leadership levels 

 But the interesting thing, that I was just thinking back to some of these things, because it just 
tweaked the memory for me it was never positioned as sort of a leadership environment 
situation, it was always about this more nebulous, it's the work environment 

1 

   
Working Around Policy scenarios where I bring up clear gaps in policy versus what the requirements of the law were, 

there'd be denial or trying to manage the policies so they did not have to directly adhere to the 
requirements up to what the level of accountability should be for, especially municipal 
government, with the staff in Respect in the Workplace and in other areas 

3 

 I mean, sometimes on the whistleblower, we would joke about, you know, this is the irony of it 
right? Is that we'd quite often go, Oh, my God, if anybody doesn't blow the whistle on the CEO, 
and hahahahaha...because, of course, he was absolutely the worst behaved against the Code of 
Conduct of anybody 

2 

   
Policy Can Work Like there was a code of conduct. And certainly, because I was on a whistleblower committee, 

so when things came through, you absolutely were saying, Okay, this is at odds with our Code 
of Conduct as a corporation 

2 

 
HRP Themes 
 
Policy Themes Comments HRP 
Policy Exists but 
Doesn’t Help 

no HR professional could tell you that...some bad behavior flies under the radar doesn't get noticed, 
doesn't get raised, maybe gets raised, but it's not handled right, that all still happens in today's 
corporations. But today, I can tell you that's not the intent. 

4 

   
Only as Good as the 
Implementation 

I think it's only effective when you use it against someone because you say to them, you've had this 
training, why are you doing this? 

5 

 you know, it's not hard if you're really clear that we have no bullying tolerance. Period. From the 
top. 

2 
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Policy Themes Comments HRP 
Working Around 
Policy 

This was a person who when developing policies would learn that, oh, that's the policy. Hmm. I 
didn't get the benefit of that policy when I started, we should rewrite that policy so that now I do. It 
was totally sickening actually to watch a person in that role, try and steward policy development, 
not to what should be the best for the organization, but for themselves 

4 

   
Policy Can Work if you do it, well, it gives clarity 

 
Here's what's acceptable and unacceptable behavior within the law, within our organization, within 
our culture, here's what's acceptable, unacceptable in our path to achieve our goals, here's what we 
have to do, here's what we're willing to do, here's what we're not willing to do to achieve those 
goals 

1 

 I think for new leaders, and maybe older ones as well, they don't always know appropriate ways to 
communicate, and they don't know how to, like, express what it is that they're they want from 
someone…[then leader gets frustrated and says]… ‘you're a horrible employee’…we then use the 
policies to explain why those behaviors aren't right. But they're only good in those moments 

5 

   
Implementation Needs 
to be 
Integrated/Supported 

Policy...is very boring, right? Nobody loves policy, but policy can get mixed up between procedure 
and policy. So, there's a policy, but then you have a procedure that happens from the policy. But if 
policy is endorsed, at the most senior levels...so bullying, harassment policies, discrimination, you 
know, code of conduct...if your senior people believe in it, and live by it, and don't mess around 
with it, and talk about it, and people educate, and it comes up regularly in conversation, it works. It 
absolutely works. 

2 

 I don't care if you write it on a napkin, somehow, you have to get that value structure and that 
acceptable and unacceptable communicated out to people in a way that's clear and easily 
understood 
Use plain language, use the terms and terminology that the company use, be unique to your 
organization 

1 

   
Policy Beyond the 
Law 

The trickier ones are probably the ones where, you know, the person is exhibiting negative 
leadership behaviors, they're maybe not a strong employee, they're in the wrong job, you know, 
they may be not that nice to work for, but it's not illegal or unethical, you know. 

4 
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Policy Themes Comments HRP 
 it's that issue of they're not black and white, right? They're not like, someone forged a cheque and I 

can prove it. Right?...generally, the practitioners are political and clever 
3 

 the best HR practitioners are ones who pay attention to how what they build is in alignment with 
the culture and values and strategy of the business, as well as being compliant with the law and 
legislation 

1 

   
Evolution of Policy 
 

Always. Yeah, I think they're just more defined over 30 years of working. They've come into their 
own. There is less tolerance than 25 years ago 

4 

 Certainly, now there are workplace harassment policies and bullying policies in the workplace. 
And they've developed over the years 

3 

 
EM Themes 
 
Policy Themes Comments EM 
Policy Exists but 
Doesn’t Help 

We have policies. We have policies...there's so many policies. We have documents, safety, culture, 
respect, we have all these documents. But when you have someone that's been in the organization 
for years, and has godmothers and godfathers, they're above the law 

1 

   
Working Around 
Policy 

So, any policy that is written...gee, the politics come into place at that point, because how do we 
circumvent that? So, it's difficult to say that there's any kind of policies that are truly followed 

5 

   
Awareness of Policy I'm sure I had some kind of like, you know, employee handbook or something like that. But I 

don't...to be honest, I don't remember. 
9 

 So, there's, you know, it's this idea of, wow, if you read about it on paper, this is a wonderful 
company. But there are...it is difficult to actually find policies on how the employees in whatever 
position you're in are expected to act. It's all the right words, but the answers aren't there 

5 

 I'm sure there must have been, but it wasn't well regarded, or well known. It honestly, it never 
crossed my mind to look up like an HR policy 

2 

* No policies related to WB or Code of Conduct existed for EM3, EM4, EM5, EM6 
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Appendix S: Leader Competency Models Themes and Supporting Data - All Groups 

L Themes 
 
Competency Models 
Themes 

Comments L 

Can’t 
remember/Forgotten 

So, lead self, lead others, I can't remember what they all are right now 5 

   
Not Integrated/Used 
Well 

a fair amount of effort and money spent actually, I think to bring this idea of a leadership model 
with competencies and you know, skills and things of that nature and then it never inserted itself 
beyond that onboarding experience. 

1 

 that year my performance appraisal, there was no reference back to that leadership competency 
model, like none at all. I was not measured or evaluated or provided feedback in that context. It 
was again, results first, and then some other things right, kind of my strengths and weaknesses. 

1 

   
No Competency 
Model 

Not really, I think most of it was around numbers 4 

 with council, it's...as somebody who did training on governance said, you're not there because of 
your...subject matter expertise. You're there because you're popular 

3 

   
Technical Leadership 
Focus* 

leadership side of it was very technical, I thought it was very much about technically leading an 
organization, you know, how do you strategize? How do you create vision? How do you do 
those kinds of things, but again, not much around the people skill side of it 

1 

 
HRP Themes 
 
Competency Models 
Themes 

Comments HRP 

Can’t 
remember/Forgotten 

there was four different competencies that they, you know, leading self, leading others and, you 
know, I forget what the other ones were 

5 
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Competency Models 
Themes 

Comments HRP 

Not Integrated/Used 
Well 

Generally, there were, and they were getting developed all the time. But they're broad. So, there's 
a multiplicity of competencies. Right. So if you're low on your interpersonal competencies, but 
you are high on your delivery of, you know, the black and white workplace...generally, leaders 
will gravitate there. I often find that leaders will ignore those behaviors until they present a real 
risk 

3 

   
Can be Useful I think they are helpful, especially to people who are trying to learn what leadership is. It's 

especially helpful to people who come from a highly technical background, where words like 
leadership, supervision, and coaching are somewhat vague to them. And if you can make it more 
linear, more concrete becomes less scary to them. But they also understand what it is and what 
good looks like 

4 

 what is it that's important to you? What is the culture and the competencies that matter to you? 
Why are you in this business? And what are you trying to accomplish with it, and if you don't 
have competencies that are common, you won't get there. 

1 

 it starts with, you know, good code of conduct, here's what we accept, and here's what we don't 
accept. Here's what...here's what matters to us. And those become the competencies that you set 
up 

1 

 
EM Themes 
 
Competency Models 
Themes 

Comments EM 

Can’t 
remember/Forgotten 

Yes. Actually, now that you mention it! Yes. Yeah. There was there was one for employees. And 
there was one for leaders. Yeah. Oh, that's funny 

2 

 I don't know, I'm not sure they there's so many documents 1 
   
Not Integrated/Used 
Well 

There is but I feel like it's been diluted a few different times. Partly because we have competency 
models at each level 
 
I think it doesn't tie into our performance management or incentives, either 

8 
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Appendix T: Leader Assessment Themes and Supporting Data - All Groups 

L Themes 
 
Assessment Themes Comments L 
View from Above it was basically, if your boss liked you or not 5 
 Did you have any input to your leader’s assessment? 

No. And I mean, I was really high up, a publishing director is the equivalent of the managing 
director 

4 

 there's no attempt really, to get that more rounded view of what this person is doing, or how 
they're doing it 

1 

   
Subjective My experience has been that most of my career the performance evaluation was a subjective 

evaluation 
5 

 They provided me a copy of the performance assessment. What it is…it was 100% subjective 3 
   
Not 
Assessing/Measuring 
the Right Things 

things that they say are important to leadership…sponsoring or creating a good culture or doing 
things that retain good, high-quality people, or that you know, create a strong vision and 
strategy to support the development of this particular area, like all those other qualities or 
objectives of a leader above and beyond getting basic results are just not...they're talked about a 
lot, but they're not walked in any way 

1 

 
HRP Themes 
 
Assessment Themes Comments HRP 
View From Above So, a lot of that is similar to any employee, it is based on the judgment of their manager 4 
 Opportunity for employees to provide feedback on their leader’s performance? 

I think that's still the exception versus the rule at most companies 
4 

 So, their performance was usually assessed by their direct manager. And often, they would obtain 
feedback from above. And so, from an assessment perspective, I would generally see it from the 
leader. and above 

3 
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Assessment Themes Comments HRP 
Subjective I would say still, the majority of people assess their managers skill from limited data, based on 

their observation 
4 

   
Not 
Assessing/Measuring 
the Right Things 

you can be rough, and you can be plainspoken, and you can be a lot of things. It doesn't mean 
you're good or bad leader. leadership skills are separate from personality skills 

1 

 don't implement leadership level performance assessment if you don't know what you want to 
measure. And if they don't understand what you want to measure 

1 

 People can't change what they don't know. So, you have to be able to tell them what they have to 
change and why they have to change it. And the way you give them the why is you align it to 
what the business strategy and objectives are, and what the acceptable behaviors are in your 
organization 

1 

 
EM Themes 
 
Assessment Themes Comments EM 
View From Above that's why I feel like the organization is a joke. So, performance of leaders, it's done by the person 

you report to 
1 

   
No Employee Input I've never, by any part of the agency of the school district. I've never, since I've been working there 

in 2007. I've never been personally asked about how the leadership is. 
7 

 I've never been asked to participate in a manager's assessment 5 
   
Don’t Know If/How 
Leaders Assessed 

I think it was a lot of the financial component 9 

 No, I'm not quite sure how it's assessed. I don't know 7 
 So, since there were regular reviews for the employees, I would assume that there was some sort of 

system in place for the leaders, though I'm not aware of what that particularly looked like 
6 

 I don't know if that even exists 5 
 I have no idea whether or not she was ever assessed 2 
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Assessment Themes Comments EM 
Upward Leader 
Feedback* 

Recently, in the last two years, we now do upward leader feedback. Yeah, and so you get to 
nominate at least 10, but I think it's unlimited. You get to sort of nominate and invite people that 
you work with both peers and people who are junior to you to provide feedback, anonymously, 
across, I think it's 10 or 15 different questions and metrics 
 
we have a new inclusive leadership competency model, but that's...I didn't see that tying directly to 
the questions that were asked in the feedback 

8 

* Important comment to note 
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Appendix U: Leader Development Themes and Supporting Data - All Groups 

L Themes 
 
Development 
Themes 

Comments L 

Thrown In Without 
Training 

But what ends up happening is they get thrown into the job. And there's so many demands that 
they don't take the time to actually develop themselves 

5 

   
No Development of 
Leadership Skills 

In healthcare, a lot of it is on the job training. And there isn't a formal orientation. At least there 
isn't a formal orientation to be a leader 

5 

   
Good Technically 
Therefore… 

they tap you on the shoulder and go, Hey, you're really good, clinically, I think you'd be really 
good, would you move up? 

5 

   
Experiential/Self-
Awareness 

So that I remember being for me pivotal as a leader, because I remember, it taught me a few 
things, everything from, you know what situations was I going to excel at versus which ones I 
wasn't going to excel at, just a bit like a much bigger self-awareness 

1 

 
HRP Themes 
 
Development 
Themes 

Comments HRP 

Thrown In Without 
Training 

But you know, people are just really great at being promoted into leadership roles without having 
that experience. And, you know, I get the only way to get it is being thrown into it 

5 

   
No Development of 
Leadership Skills 

Oh, and by the way, you have to be a good leader. But none of those occupations [engineers, 
lawyers, physiotherapists…] get leadership training, or human resource training 

1 

   
Good Technically 
Therefore… 

Because they're content experts. So, I…I'm really good at this. And so, you know what, let's make 
you a leader of that. Let's have you lead a team and inspire a team of this, because you know that 

5 
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Development 
Themes 

Comments HRP 

really well. I can't tell you how many times I saw that. And they failed horribly at being a people 
leader, but they were a content expert 

 
EM Themes 
 
Development 
Themes 

Comments EM 

Thrown In Without 
Training 

they just make you a leader, and it's like they throw you out in the ocean to survive 1 

   
No Development of 
Leadership Skills 

No, well, there was always development of individual skills, like workplace related skills, but no 
development of managerial skills 

6 

 I truly don't know how leadership is developed in this company 5 
 how much hurt and pain potentially or lack of healthy leadership did he have growing up that he 

saw or experienced that he thought that that was the only way to be a successful leader. And that 
that was his, that was just the only way he knew how he didn't know any other way, he wasn't 
given any other option, or taught or shown any other option 

4 

 Not much. The purse strings are tight at that organization. And there wasn't much given to that. I 
don't ever recall her attending anything leadership wise 

2 

 even when they made me a leader, there was no training, they didn't train me, they didn't support 
me in that position, there was nothing 

1 

   
Good Technically 
Therefore… 

It seems like there was a part of the process was merit based of these people are really good at their 
individual jobs, of meeting with customers, completing transactions, taking care of things. They're 
really good employees and really good at their job, but they seem to lack experience to actually 
manage others, to actually lead others...let alone an organization 

6 

   
Experiential/Self-
Awareness 

So I think the firm does pretty good at kind of unlocking some of the complexity around 
leadership. But at the same time, I don't think we as a firm, or even as a team, really call out the 
bad behaviors and talk about what we should be doing instead. And because those hypothetical 

8 
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Development 
Themes 

Comments EM 

situations are what they are, they're hypothetical, when you're found in a real-life situation, it's 
more complex, and there's more people involved, there's more blame to be handed out. There's 
more at risk, as well. As opposed to being in a learning environment 
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Appendix V: COVID-19 Themes and Supporting Data - All Groups 

L Themes 
 
COVID-19 Themes Comments L 
Control what it's about is communication with leaders, right? 

if they're being shorter and things are coming...or are messy, and they're doing command and 
control type of leadership 

5 

   
Trust it's the employees that are going to be the ones that have to carry out the work that we're asking 

them to do. Right, we have to have some trust 
5 

 
HRP Themes 
 
COVID-19 Themes Comments HRP 
Control I think it's a natural human instinct to exert more control when you feel out of control. So, leaders 

who don't feel in control of their leadership role or in their job, or of their teams will try and exert 
more control in these uncertain times 

1 

 Like I even remember, you know, it was the middle of COVID and it was Easter weekend and it 
was the first weekend that we actually had, right, like, because, you know, we've been going since 
the middle of March. And so, we all agreed that we would connect first thing in the morning on, 
you know, the Saturday, the Sunday and then the Monday. And on all three days, she had to 
reschedule to mid-afternoon, because she always had something going on last minute on each of 
those days. And so, you know, and for me, that again, was this exertion of power and control. 
And no, not concerned for you know, the impact that it had upon anyone else. 

5 

   
Trust I think for me, it's a sign of leadership strength. If you trust that your employees can work from 

home or work in a modified capacity, or under COVID constraints.  
 
leaders who maybe aren't strong, who don't trust that their employees are doing the right things, 
right, when they can't see them, touch them and feel them 

1 
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COVID-19 Themes Comments HRP 
Employees Feel More 
Trapped 

I do feel that right now. employees feel a lot more trapped because there's less flexibility to be in 
the job market. Being in the job market right now isn't a great place to be. So, I think you have a 
bit of a captive audience right now that people will be less willing to leave a bad leader than they 
would be in in normal circumstances. And I think that will carry through for a while 

1 

   
Lack of Leader 
Ability 

I find the leadership…the leaders that I've been dealing with…who demonstrate a lack of trust in 
their employees, it's because of weak leadership skills more than it is employee skills 

1 

 
EM Themes 
 
COVID-19 Themes Comments EM 
Control I guess there is an added element to how she manages. There's got to be an operational plan, but 

the nature of working in a K to five school is the need... her need to be...to micromanage 
everything. Because when you're working with kids, it feels like everything's got to be airtight, and 
micromanaged to really have control over kids and teachers. So, this is taken to another level 

7 

   
Employees Feel More 
Trapped 

And I'm guessing with COVID, now, it would even be more... it'll be harder for people to talk, 
because nobody wants to lose their job 

1 

   
New Job* very little social interaction, which is a great component of developing relationships, face to face 

social components.  
Don’t get the relief from “you know, you don't realize those little five-minute social interactions, 
when you walk to somebody else's desk, or somebody walks up to you, or, you know, you go out 
with colleagues for lunch, or you go out on your own for lunch” 
 
I think there also is a greater expectation, personally, I feel it's like, Okay, I'm working from home, 
I really need to prove myself, I really need to make sure people understand that I'm doing my job 
because they can't see me doing it 
 
a level of emotional stress, mental stress at work, that in a lot of cases, the management truly 
doesn't know how to handle 
 

5 
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COVID-19 Themes Comments EM 
it really becomes obvious that, you know, people don't know how to handle those situations, 
especially in management. It becomes very apparent.  
Added challenge for management to deal with this new work stress. 

* Important comments to note 
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Appendix W: Summary of Themes for Research Question #2 (RQ#2) 

DL Characterization 
 
Leaders (n=5) HRPs (n=5) Employees (n=9) 
Focus on Results (1) Focus on Results (2) Focus on Results (3) 
Starts at the Top (1) Starts at the Top (3) Starts at the Top (4) 
Willful Blindness (4) Willful Blindness (2) Willful Blindness (3) 
Personality/Style Issue (2)   
Labelling (2)   
 Lack of Leader Accountability (5) Lack of Leader Accountability (3) 
 Systemic (2) Systemic (5) 
 Lack of Leader Ability (2)  
 Managing Up (2)  
  Public Image (3) 
  Family/Loyalty (2) 
  Pick a Target (3) 
  Unsafe Working Environment (3) 
  Power (4) 

 
DL Challenges 
 
Leaders (n=5) HRPs (n=5) Employees (n=9) 
Fear (2) Fear (1) Fear (3) 
Lack of Organizational Action (3)  Lack of Organizational Action (2) 
Lack of Leader Accountability (2)    
Managing Up (1)   
Role of Unions* (1)   
 Misinterpretation by Employee (2)  
 Personality/Style Issue (1)  
 High Performers (3)  
 Building a Good Case (3)  
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 Working with Organizational 
Leadership on Solutions (3) 

 

  Speaking Up Makes Things Worse (5) 
  Lack of Support (4) 
  Stuck (4) 
  Systemic (4) 
  Personal Impacts (2) 

* Important comment to note 
 
Policy 
 
Leaders (n=5) HRPs (n=5) Employees (n=9) 
Policy Exists but Doesn’t Help (2) Policy Exists but Doesn’t Help (1) Policy Exists but Doesn’t Help (2) 
Working Around Policy (2) Working Around Policy (1) Working Around Policy (1) 
Only As Good As the Implementation 
(4) 

Only As Good As the Implementation 
(2) 

 

Policy Can Work (1) Policy Can Work (2)  
 Implementation Needs to be 

Integrated/Supported (2) 
 

 Policy Beyond the Law (3)  
 Evolution of Policy (2)  
  Awareness of Policy (3) 

 
Leader Competence 
 
Leaders (n=5) HRPs (n=5) Employees (n=9) 
Leader Competency Models 
Can’t remember/Forgotten (1) Can’t remember/Forgotten (1) Can’t remember/Forgotten (2) 
Not Integrated/ Used Well (1) Not Integrated/ Used Well (1) Not Integrated/ Used Well (1) 
No Competency Model (2)   
Technical Leadership Focus (1)*   
 Can be Useful (2)  
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Leader Assessment 
Leaders (n=5) HRPs (n=5) Employees (n=9) 
View From Above (3) View From Above (2) View From Above (1) 
Subjective (2) Subjective (1)  
Not Assessing/Measuring the Right 
Things (1) 

Not Assessing/Measuring the Right 
Things (1) 

 

  No Employee Input (2) 
  Don’t Know If/How Leaders are 

Assessed (5) 
  Upward Leader Feedback (1)* 
Leader Development 
Leaders (n=5) HRPs (n=5) Employees (n=9) 
Thrown in Without Training (1) Thrown in Without Training (1) Thrown in Without Training (1) 
No Development of Leadership Skills 
(1) 

No Development of Leadership Skills 
(1) 

No Development of Leadership Skills 
(5) 

Good Technically Therefore… (1) Good Technically Therefore… (1) Good Technically Therefore… (1) 
Experiential/Self-Awareness (1)  Experiential/Self-Awareness (1) 

* Important comment to note 
 
COVID-19 
 
Leaders (n=5) HRPs (n=5) Employees (n=9) 
Control (1) Control (2) Control (1) 
Trust (1) Trust (1)  
 Employees Feel More Trapped (1) Employees Feel More Trapped (1) 
 Lack of Leader Ability (1)  
  New Job (1)* 

* Important comments to note 
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Appendix X: Improvements Themes and Supporting Data - All Groups 

L Themes 
 
Improvements 
Themes 

Comments L 

Cultivating Respectful 
Workplace Culture 

Creating respectful environments 4 

 is there something we can start as an example that we can lay out processes and procedures 
where this community is taking a Respect in Community approach 

3 

 sometimes you can grow your own. Just because of what you tolerate in your culture 1 
   
Modelling Behaviour I would have learned by seeing people that I respected, people oftentimes that I reported to or 

just, you know, people part of a bigger management team that I was part of the overall kind of 
employee base. They would just model things that I would respect 

1 

 you treat them really, really properly so that they want to stay with you  
 
to me, it's a totally false economy to do anything other than that, they work with for me, not for 
me  

4 

   
Integrated 
Performance 
Management 

the Board having very specific obligations and that needs to be part of their risk management 
responsibility is that the CEOs behavior can be a source of risk in the strategic risk governance 
requirements of the Board  

2 

 if you're going to have something it should permeate. So my point earlier, which is if you're 
going to invest in, and I think companies should invest in a profile of a strong leader, or the 
profile of the leadership competencies that are necessary to be a strong leader, then it doesn't 
end with that process of discovery and definition and description, it should include, should be 
looking for a variety of ways from compensation to performance evaluation to training and 
development...like ways which you reinforce that 
Includes Leadership Competencies 

1 

   
Leader Education there should be training programs in place for these people who are behaving in a bullying way, 

because quite often the reason they're like it is because that's what they were shown 
4 
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Improvements 
Themes 

Comments L 

   
Follow Through on 
Policy 

I think it's about having policies in place that say, if somebody comes to you, this is how we're 
going to follow it through and DO IT, not just talk about it, you know? It's very easy to have the 
document there because you think that that's what you should have as a business. Actually doing 
it is something very, very different indeed. And, you know, that was shown time and time again 

4 

   
Starts at the Top It starts at the top, the culture, I think 

 
It has to be the person at the top saying we have a zero-tolerance policy towards bullying. And 
this is what we consider bullying to be 

4 

 It's the leaders, the approach, the culture, their beliefs, their values 3 
   
Recruitment It was a standard behavior document and the leaders, before coming into the organization, had 

to sign them  
So, then they would hold you accountable to those standards of behavior if you stepped outside 
of them, right?  
 
one organization that they turned over 50% of their leadership team in the first 18 months that 
we were there. But you know what, they just went from strength to strength to strength because 
they started hiring people that believe 

5 

 I had a leader that I thought was exactly this kind of negative leader or exhibiting all these 
negative behaviors. And I just so happened to be fortunate enough to know two people…in my 
network, who had actually worked...one for this individual at a previous company, and one who 
worked at the same company, and was aware of this… in both circumstances, the behavior was 
exactly the same. It was so easy for me to find that out, and yet, our recruiting process didn't 
highlight this before it became our problem 

1 

   
Public Recognition 
Living Values/Good 
Leadership 

also focusing on when people live the values of the organization. So, if you observe them living 
a value...is to actually call it out, and give them positive feedback about that. We used to say 
make the values come off the wall and walk down the hall 

5 
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Improvements 
Themes 

Comments L 

Employee Education I teach them how if you're getting emails from people who are undermining you to tell how that 
looks, and how to respond to that in a way that doesn't sound defensive, and that sounds 
businesslike 

4 

   
Public Awareness I would dearly love to see this get to a point where it was as unacceptable as homophobia or 

racism or sexism, or...and you know, I do think that all it really takes is people talking about it, 
honestly… shining the spotlight on it, not allowing them to get away with it being hidden in 
corners 

4 

 it's like anything, you know, the #MeToo movement, the voice. It has to be there. And if we can 
bring more of these situations to the sunlight… bringing this to light and saying there are issues 
here 

3 

   
HR Education HR also need training. HR need training in how to listen, and how to take complaints seriously, 

and how if somebody is coming to them, not just to say, "Well, it's hearsay, I'm not, you know, I 
can't take that on board." 

4 

 
HRP Themes 
 
Improvements 
Themes 

Comments HRP 

Cultivating Respectful 
Workplace Culture 

it can be improved when you create an environment, where it's okay to make mistakes. Where it's 
okay to learn. Where it's okay to say, "I don't know," because then you're creating a non fear-
based environment  

5 

 There's a bit of an obligation to inform. If employees know that it's offside. If they know that 
perhaps they are acting in an offside manner. This is highly critical to determine the behavior on 
those violation type things like bullying, harassment, business ethics 

4 

 you have to keep at it, though, it's not an event, right? It's a continual conversation, and dealing 
with issues, dealing with, you know, good decision making, that kind of thing 

2 

 it's defining what it is that you want from your organizational culture through leadership, and 
what behaviors you are and are not willing to tolerate. And then making sure that you deliver that 
throughout the organization. That you pay attention to it, that you refresh it 

1 
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Modelling Behaviour there's an old saying that…the worst behavior in your culture is the worst behavior you're willing 

to tolerate.  
If you don't model what you're looking for, then you won't get it 

1 

   
Integrated 
Performance 
Management 

have like, we call them step-up meetings. But just to make sure that they, you know, that you 
have an opportunity to meet with that person's boss, and just see how things are going and to have 
that open door 

5 

 I think that there should be a much stronger tying in of bonuses...would motivate most leaders to 
results that have to do with behavioral issues as well as delivery issues 

3 

   
Leader Education I think it's a lot of education. Like it's really making sure that people know this is offside 

different types of investment coaches, executive education, more expensive options often as well 
become part of the mix. And then you get into a level of specificity, which is more like a pro 
athlete, which is, now they have multiple people in their entourage 

4 

 you can take a bully, and teach them, like train them, help them understand "what if this was your 
son, your daughter, your husband, your wife? Like, what, do you think? How would you feel if 
you had heard this story coming from somebody else?" Getting them a coach, getting them things 
to help them understand that these are really poor leadership behaviors 

2 

 I do think that training is incredibly important in organizations 
 
Someone I know said, as a physician…I’ve got 20 years of post-secondary education and no 
experience with leadership” 

1 

   
Follow Through on 
Policy 

if you just leave it to HR to write a policy and expect that the policy will do that for you, it won't 
work, we don't carry that much weight in the organization, and we're not that charismatic 

1 

 if they are offside that you have a process for people to bring that forward, that you have an 
investigation process, that you perhaps, you know, have a remedy process and that kind of thing 

4 

   
Starts at the Top more importantly, it's the executive will and everything in corporations comes down to executive 

will. If executives are willing to stand up to bullies, to excise them out of their organization, to 
3 
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sacrifice the delivery that the competent asshole makes, because the interpersonal skills are awful, 
then things will happen 

 So, when you start at the executive level, if you build a solid foundation of trust, and mutual 
communication, and a commonality of goal and purpose. If you have that within your team, and 
you are working on the same strategic objectives with the same goals in mind with the same basis 
of values and trust, then they will police themselves and call out their own bad behavior and 
manage that individual into line when they step out of line 

1 

   
Recruitment when they're hiring content experts, they need to really hire for personality and fit. And you 

know, I think there needs to be some type of understanding of what this person's leadership style 
is. 

5 

 you have to recruit wisely 4 
 
EM Themes 
 
Improvements 
Themes 

Comments EM 

Cultivating Respectful 
Workplace Culture 

I feel like this idea of, like, top down is becoming archaic. And I don't think that that's going to 
work anymore. Where there's just no communication at all, you know, laterally or anything, when 
it's just simply top down, I just don't think...that's just kind of a recipe for failure to a degree 
because that's not allowing the opinions and needs of employees, you know, to be heard, which is a 
huge backbone of companies 

4 

   
Modelling Behaviour I think that...if they actually walked their talk, that would be a good start 2 
   
Integrated 
Performance 
Management 

I think there's something to be said for having more, like, more structured and more frequent leader 
feedback 

8 

 Be open to feedback from employees, have spaces where employees could express their concerns 
without any fear of retaliation or negative consequences 

6 
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Leader Education to understand that there's, at least in this organization, there's such a huge hierarchy and power 
differentials and to use...the position that they have as a way of advocating. Again, not saying that 
they're going to, you know, change policy or whatever, but just to...gosh in some ways to take a 
risk and to use their voice too 

9 

   
Follow Through on 
Policy 

I think it would be really helpful if there was sort of a way that if performance concerns were being 
raised against someone, that we use more of the accountability framework within the firm, to try to 
manage that 

8 

   
Public Recognition 
Living Values/Good 
Leadership 

also have like a news feed, where leaders who are doing well...what's the word?...leaders who are 
doing well can be used as sort of an example for other leaders to showcase good leadership traits. 
So just add some kind of organizational newsfeed where you can say, oh, here's this leader, his 
teammates, here are the things they say about him or her, here's some of the traits. This is what he 
or she does, she takes the team members out, she gives them feedback, and she compliments them 
and when they have challenges, here's how she handles the challenge. So, that way, you are 
promoting the kind of leadership traits you want in the organization 
 
promoting good behaviors, promoting leaders who are doing well 

1 

   
Employee Education I think just teaching us like, here's how you deal with difficult situations, or here's how you manage 

these ethical dilemmas.  
 
how do we really empower you to advocate for yourself 

9 

   
Protections for 
Employees 

Have more protections for the employees whether that's a third party outside organization or 
something like a Human Resources department or Personnel 

6 

 when there's no one to be accountable to...it's not like there's a hierarchy where you could 
bring your complaints to, you know, to someone else. I don't know...these are private practices 
and so the owner has no accountability 

3 

 having external bodies look into investigations 1 
 


