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The Hidden Mechanisms of Toxic Leadership: A Multilevel
Analysis of How Leader Dark Traits Create Fear, Silence,
and Reduced Psychological Safety in Organizations

Abstract

Toxic leadership has become an increasingly recognized yet insufficiently understood organizational threat, silently
shaping workplace climates and influencing employee behavior in profound and often damaging ways. While toxic
leadership has been studied across various disciplines, the hidden psychological, relational, and structural
mechanisms that enable toxic leaders to create climates of fear, silence, and reduced psychological safety remain
severely underexplored. This thesis aims to address that gap by presenting a robust, multilevel analysis of how
leader dark personality traits—specifically narcissism, Machiavellianism, and psychopathy—create cascades of

destructive effects across individuals, teams, and organizations.

At the core of this research is the argument that toxic leadership does not merely emerge from isolated behavioral
flaws but is rooted in deeper personality-based tendencies that predispose leaders to engage in manipulative,
abusive, and self-serving actions. These dark traits shape the interactions between leaders and followers, influencing
communication norms, trust, and psychological climate. Through a systematic analysis of existing theoretical and
empirical studies, this work uncovers how dark traits manifest in subtle but powerful ways—gaslighting, strategic
manipulation, emotional exploitation, public shaming, and coercion. These behaviors gradually erode employees’

sense of safety, leading to heightened fear responses and increased silence.

Fear and silence operate as self-reinforcing cycles within toxic environments. When employees anticipate negative
consequences for speaking up—criticism, retaliation, isolation—they retreat into silence. Over time, silence
becomes a survival strategy, and entire teams adopt defensive communication norms. From an organizational
behavior perspective, such climates prevent learning, innovation, problem-solving, and ethical decision-making.
This thesis argues that psychological safety functions as the primary casualty of toxic leadership, and its

deterioration serves as the most significant predictor of organizational decline.

This research is uniquely structured using a multilevel analytical lens. At the individual level, toxic leadership is
shown to reduce job satisfaction, impair mental well-being, and increase stress, emotional exhaustion, and turnover
intentions. At the team level, dark leader behaviors disrupt interpersonal trust, heighten conflict, impair
collaboration, and cultivate toxic norms that spread socially through behavioral contagion. At the organizational
level, unchecked toxic leadership produces cultural degradation, systemic silence, higher costs due to turnover and

absenteeism, loss of innovation capacity, ethical lapses, and long-term reputational damage. By integrating these
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levels, the study highlights how toxic leadership is not simply a personal flaw but an organizational phenomenon

with complex ripple effects.

A major contribution of this thesis lies in identifying the hidden mechanisms that link leader dark traits to
organizational dysfunction. These mechanisms include emotional manipulation, intimidation strategies, normalized
deviance, exploitative reward systems, and the institutionalization of silence. Such mechanisms are rarely visible in
formal structures, yet they shape organizational life in consequential ways. Understanding them is crucial for

developing prevention and intervention strategies.

Furthermore, this study offers practical solutions for detecting, reducing, and mitigating toxic leadership. These
include developing early detection tools, integrating psychological assessments into leadership selection,
strengthening whistleblower systems, building cultures centered on psychological safety, and providing leadership
development programs focused on ethical and emotionally intelligent behaviors. These solutions emphasize system-

wide transformation rather than superficial interventions.

Taken together, this thesis provides a comprehensive and dynamic examination of toxic leadership by bridging
psychological theory, organizational behavior research, and multilevel analysis. It not only clarifies how toxic
leaders wield influence but also illuminates conditions that enable such leadership to flourish. By revealing the deep
structures of fear, silence, and eroded safety, the study contributes valuable insights for scholars, practitioners, and

organizations seeking to build healthier and more resilient workplace environments.

Keywords: Toxic leadership, dark traits, psychological safety, fear, employee silence, organizational behavior,

multilevel analysis.

1. Introduction

Leadership plays a pivotal role in shaping organizational outcomes, influencing employee behavior, and fostering
workplace culture. Traditionally, leadership research has focused on positive attributes, emphasizing
transformational, servant, and ethical leadership as drivers of engagement, creativity, and performance (Bass &
Riggio, 2006). However, a growing body of evidence highlights the destructive potential of certain leaders whose
behavior consistently undermines employees and organizational functioning. Termed toxic leadership, this
phenomenon includes leaders who demonstrate dark personality traits, manipulate authority for personal gain, and

create climates of fear and silence (Einarsen, Aasland, &Skogstad, 2007; Schmidt, 2008).

1.1 Background of the Study

Toxic leadership is characterized by behaviors that inflict psychological harm on employees, such as humiliation,
intimidation, and abuse of power (Lipman-Blumen, 2005). Dark traits—including narcissism, Machiavellianism,

and psychopathy—have been strongly linked to these destructive behaviors (Paulhus& Williams, 2002). Leaders
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with these traits often prioritize personal interests over organizational goals, undermine team cohesion, and suppress

dissent, thereby reducing employee engagement and psychological safety (Edmondson, 1999).

Psychological safety, defined as a shared belief that interpersonal risk-taking is safe, is essential for team learning,
innovation, and performance (Edmondson, 1999). Toxic leadership undermines this safety, generating fear and
silence among employees (Morrison & Milliken, 2000). Despite its prevalence, the hidden mechanisms through
which toxic leadership operates remain poorly understood, particularly in the context of multilevel organizational

systems, where effects manifest at individual, team, and organizational levels.

1.2 Problem Statement

Organizations often fail to recognize or mitigate the subtle ways in which toxic leaders influence employee behavior
and organizational culture. Employees subjected to toxic leadership frequently experience stress, burnout,
disengagement, and reduced willingness to report problems, which can lead to decreased organizational
effectiveness and innovation (Einarsen et al., 2007; Morrison & Milliken, 2000). While prior research has examined
individual traits of toxic leaders, there is limited understanding of the hidden mechanisms by which these leaders

generate fear and silence across multiple organizational levels.

1.3 Research Objectives

The objectives of this study are:

e To identify the hidden mechanisms through which leaders with dark traits create fear, silence, and reduce
psychological safety.
e Toanalyze how toxic leadership impacts employees, teams, and organizational systems.

e To propose multilevel interventions that mitigate the negative effects of toxic leadership.

1.4 Research Questions

The study seeks to answer the following research questions:

e What hidden mechanisms do toxic leaders use to induce fear and silence among employees?
e How do leader dark traits affect psychological safety at individual, team, and organizational levels?

e What interventions can organizations implement to reduce the negative impact of toxic leadership?

1.5 Significance of the Study

This study contributes to organizational psychology and leadership research by providing a multilevel perspective

on toxic leadership. It highlights the subtle mechanisms through which dark traits of leaders affect employees,
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teams, and organizations, offering practical recommendations for HR practices, leadership development, and policy
formulation. Furthermore, the study provides insights for managers, policymakers, and organizational consultants

seeking to build psychologically safe and resilient workplaces.

1.6 Scope and Delimitations

This study is limited to employees in Bangladesh, representing industries including banking, education,
telecommunications, and ready-made garments (RMG). It focuses on employee experiences and perceptions, rather
than direct measurement of leader behavior. While this approach provides rich qualitative insights, the findings may

not be fully generalizable to other cultural or organizational contexts.

1.7 Conceptual Framework

The conceptual framework of this study is based on a multilevel model of toxic leadership, linking leader dark traits

to psychological safety outcomes across individual, team, and organizational levels.

Figure 1: Conceptual Model of Multilevel Toxic Leadership

Level Mechanism Outcomes References
Individual Fear, identity threats, Stress, burnout, self- Edmondson, 1999;
microaggressions censorship Morrison & Milliken, 2000
Team Favoritism, trust erosion, Reduced collaboration, .
) o Einarsen et al., 2007
conformity competitive norms
Organizational Weak HR policies, Low innovation, turnover, Schmidt, 2008; Lipman-
punitive culture cultural stagnation Blumen, 2005

2. Literature Review

2.1 Introduction

Toxic leadership represents a destructive force within organizations that erodes employee wellbeing, team cohesion,
and overall organizational effectiveness. While traditional leadership research has emphasized positive behaviors—
such as transformational, servant, or ethical leadership (Bass & Riggio, 2006)—there is growing recognition that
some leaders engage in behaviors that are systematically harmful. Toxic leadership is often subtle, leveraging
psychological mechanisms to manipulate, intimidate, and coerce employees while maintaining a facade of

competence or charisma (Einarsen, Aasland, &Skogstad, 2007; Schmidt, 2008).
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This chapter reviews the theoretical underpinnings and empirical evidence concerning toxic leadership, leader dark
traits, psychological safety, employee silence, and multilevel organizational impacts. It identifies research gaps that
justify the current study.

2.2 Theoretical Background

2.2.1 Leadership Theories and the Dark Side

Traditional leadership theories focus on traits, behaviors, and contingency models that aim to explain how leaders
influence followers (Northouse, 2019). Trait theory posits that effective leaders possess inherent characteristics such
as intelligence, confidence, and sociability (Stogdill, 1974). However, trait theory also recognizes that certain

personality traits can manifest destructively.

The dark side of leadership examines behaviors and traits that have negative consequences for employees and
organizations. Leaders with dark traits—such as narcissism, psychopathy, and Machiavellianism—may initially
appear competent or charming but ultimately engage in manipulation, exploitation, and coercion (Paulhus&
Williams, 2002). These traits are often associated with organizational dysfunction, high turnover, and low

psychological safety.

2.2.2 Transformational vs. Toxic Leadership

Transformational leadership emphasizes vision, inspiration, and individualized consideration (Bass & Riggio, 2006).
By contrast, toxic leadership prioritizes personal gain over organizational goals, engages in abusive supervision, and
creates climates of fear (Schmidt, 2008). Research suggests that while transformational leaders promote
psychological safety and engagement, toxic leaders suppress it, discouraging dissent and innovation (Edmondson,
1999).

2.3 Defining Toxic Leadership

Toxic leadership is characterized as a persistent pattern of destructive behaviors that negatively affect subordinates
and organizations. Key behaviors include:

e Abusive Supervision: Hostile verbal or non-verbal behavior toward employees (Tepper, 2000).

e Authoritarianism: Excessive control and punitive leadership style (Einarsen et al., 2007).
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e Narcissism: Grandiosity, entitlement, and lack of empathy (Rosenthal &Pittinsky, 2006).

e Machiavellianism: Strategic manipulation and exploitation (Christie & Geis, 1970).

2.3.1 Dimensions of Toxic Leadership

Psychopathy: Impulsivity, callousness, and lack of remorse (Babiak& Hare, 2006).

Table 2.1: Dimensions of Toxic Leadership and Behavioral Indicators

Dimension

Behavioral Indicators

Employee Impact

References

Narcissism

Self-centered decisions,

entitlement

Stress, disengagement

Paulhus& Williams, 2002

Machiavellianism

Manipulation, strategic

deceit

Silence, mistrust

Christie & Geis, 1970

Psychopathy

Impulsivity, lack of

empathy

Anxiety, burnout

Babiak& Hare, 2006

Authoritarianism

Dictatorial decisions

Reduced collaboration

Einarsen et al., 2007

Abusive Supervision

Verbal hostility,

humiliation

Low morale, fear

Tepper, 2000

2.4 Leader Dark Traits

2.4.1 The Dark Triad

The Dark Triad—narcissism, Machiavellianism, and psychopathy—is a widely used framework in toxic leadership

research (Paulhus& Williams, 2002).

e Narcissism: Leaders exhibit self-importance, a need for admiration, and lack of empathy.

e Machiavellianism: Leaders are manipulative, strategic, and exploitative.

e Psychopathy: Leaders are impulsive, callous, and lack remorse.

Table 2.2: Dark Triad Traits and Organizational Qutcomes

Trait

Behavioral pattern

Individual Impact

Team Impact

Organizational

Impact
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Self-promotion,

Rivalry, reduced

Decreased

Narcissism ) Low morale, stress )
entitlement trust collaboration
) o Manipulation, Fear, self- ) ) ) )
Machiavellianism ) ) Distrust, conformity | Ethical compromise
opportunism censorship
Impulsivity, lack of Burnout, Conflict, low High turnover,
Psychopathy . . e
empathy disengagement cohesion inefficiency

2.4.2 Abusive Supervision and Authoritarian Leadership

Abusive supervision involves consistent hostile behaviors by leaders, such as public criticism, ridicule, or
micromanagement (Tepper, 2000). Authoritarian leaders enforce strict control, often punishing mistakes severely

(Einarsen et al., 2007). Both traits reinforce employee fear, reduce openness, and undermine psychological safety.
2.5 Psychological Safety

2.5.1 Concept and Importance

Psychological safety is the shared belief that employees can take interpersonal risks without fear of negative

consequences (Edmondson, 1999). High psychological safety is linked to:

e Increased innovation and creativity
e Higher team learning

e Better employee engagement

Conversely, toxic leadership reduces psychological safety by fostering fear, silencing employees, and discouraging

risk-taking.

2.5.2 Mechanisms Linking Toxic Leadership to Psychological Safety

Figure 2.1: Mechanisms Linking Leader Dark Traits to Reduced Psychological Safety

Leader Dark Traits — Fear, Identity Threat, Microaggressions — Reduced Voice & Silence — Decline in

Psychological Safety — Organizational Dysfunction

Empirical research suggests that fear of retaliation and unpredictability in leader behavior drives employees to
withhold suggestions, report errors reluctantly, and disengage (Morrison & Milliken, 2000). Over time, this dynamic

consolidates into team and organizational norms of silence.

2.6 Employee Silence and Fear
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Employee silence is a defensive response to threats or perceived injustice. Morrison and Milliken (2000) identify

four types of silence:

e Acquiescent Silence: Withholding opinions due to resignation or helplessness.
e Defensive Silence: Avoiding negative consequences from expressing dissent.
e Prosocial Silence: Choosing not to speak to protect colleagues or organizational interests.

e Opportunistic Silence: Remaining silent for personal gain.

Table 2.3: Types of Employee Silence and Triggers

Type Trigger Organizational Impact References
) Powerlessness, toxic ) ) Morrison & Milliken,
Acquiescent ) Reduced innovation
leadership 2000
) o ) Morrison & Milliken,
Defensive Fear of retaliation Low psychological safety 2000
Prosocial Protecting others Selective communication Dyne et al., 2003
o ) Short-term gains, long-
Opportunistic Self-interest . Dyne et al., 2003
term dysfunction

2.7 Multilevel Impact of Toxic Leadership

2.7.1 Individual-Level Effects

At the individual level, toxic leadership triggers:

e  Emotional exhaustion and burnout
e  Stress and anxiety

e  Self-censorship and withdrawal (Schmidt, 2008)

2.7.2 Team-Level Effects

Teams experience:
e Reduced trust and cohesion
e Increased competition over collaboration

e  Development of implicit norms of silence

2.7.3 Organizational-Level Effects
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At the organizational level, the consequences include:

e Weak organizational learning
e High turnover and absenteeism

e  Stagnant or unethical organizational culture

Table 2.4: Multilevel Effects of Toxic Leadership

Level Mechanism Mechanism Reference
o . . Burnout,
Individual Fear, identity threat ] Edmondson, 1999
disengagement
. . Reduced .
Team Favoritism, trust erosion ) Einarsen et al., 2007
collaboration
L Weak HR policies, punitive Turnover, low .
Organizational i . Schmidt, 2008
culture innovation

2.8 Research Gap

Despite extensive research on leader dark traits, several gaps remain:

e Limited multilevel analyses connecting individual, team, and organizational effects.
e Few studies exploring the hidden mechanisms of fear and silence.

e  Scarce empirical research in non-Western contexts, particularly in Bangladesh.

These gaps justify the current study, which adopts a multilevel qualitative approach to understand how toxic

leadership affects psychological safety across organizational layers.

2.9 Conceptual Framework

The conceptual framework integrates toxic leadership, employee silence, and psychological safety across multilevel

organizational structures:

Figure 2.2: Multilevel Conceptual Framework of Toxic Leadership

Leader Dark Traits
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Individual Level: Fear, Stress, Microaggressions

Team Level: Trust Erosion, Favoritism, Conformity

Organizational Level: Weak HR Policies, Punitive Culture

Reduced Psychological Safety & Organizational Dysfunction

This framework guides the research methodology and analysis in subsequent chapters.

2.10 Summery

This chapter reviewed the theoretical foundations and empirical research on toxic leadership, leader dark traits,
employee silence, and psychological safety. Toxic leaders exert multilevel effects, undermining both individual
wellbeing and organizational functioning. The literature highlights the need for multilevel research to uncover

hidden mechanisms, particularly in emerging economies such as Bangladesh.

3. Research Methodology

3.1 Introduction

This chapter outlines the methodology employed to investigate the hidden mechanisms of toxic leadership and their
impact on fear, silence, and psychological safety in organizations. The study adopts a qualitative, phenomenological
research design to explore employees’ lived experiences with leaders exhibiting dark traits. The chapter discusses
the research design, population and sampling, data collection methods, research instruments, ethical considerations,

and the approach to data analysis.

3.2 Research Design

A qualitative research design was selected to understand the subjective experiences of employees under toxic
leaders. Qualitative research allows in-depth exploration of complex phenomena that cannot be captured through

quantitative surveys alone (Creswell & Poth, 2018).
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Specifically, a phenomenological approachwas adopted to capture the essence of participants’ lived experiences,
emphasizing how individuals perceive, interpret, and respond to toxic leadership behaviors (Moustakas, 1994). This
approach is appropriate for exploring hidden mechanisms such as fear, silence, and reduced psychological safety,

which are largely subjective and context-dependent.

Rationale for Qualitative Design:

e  Captures detailed, contextualized experiences of employees
e Explores complex social phenomena at multiple organizational levels

e  Provides rich narrative data to identify patterns and mechanisms

3.3 Population and Sample

The study population consists of employees from organizations in Bangladesh across industries including banking,
education, ready-made garments (RMG), and telecommunications. These sectors were selected due to documented
instances of hierarchical and high-pressure environments where toxic leadership behaviors are prevalent (Khatun &
Rahman, 2021; Rahman, 2019).

A purposive sampling technique was employed to select participants who had direct experience with leaders
displaying dark traits. Purposive sampling allows researchers to focus on information-rich cases relevant to the

research objectives (Patton, 2015).

e Sample size: 30 employees

e Inclusion criteria: Employees with at least one year of experience under a direct supervisor identified as
displaying toxic behaviors

o Demographics: The sample included 18 females and 12 males, aged 22-45, with varied job roles and

organizational tenures ranging from 1 to 10 years

Table 3.1: Participant Profile Summary

Participant 1D Gender Age Industry Tenure Role
P1 F 28 Banking 4 yrs Analyst
P2 M 35 RMG 7 yrs Supervisor
P3 F 24 Education 2 yrs Lecturer
P30 M 40 Telecom 10 yrs Manager

3.4 Data Collection Method
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Data were collected using a triangulated approach to enhance credibility, including:

e  Semi-structured interviews
e Organizational document analysis

e Non-participant observations

3.4.1 Semi-Structured Interviews

Semi-structured interviews provided flexibility to explore participants’ perceptions while ensuring that core topics

were covered. Interviews were conducted face-to-face and via secure online platforms due to logistical constraints.

Sample Interview Questions:

Research Question Sample Questions

) “Can you describe a situation where your supervisor’s
How do leaders’ dark traits affect employees? ) )
behavior made you fearful or hesitant to speak up?”’

. ] “How do team members typically react when
How do teams respond to toxic leadership? :
disagreements occur?”

) o ) “What organizational policies or norms reinforce your
How is organizational culture influenced? )
leader’s authority?”

Each interview lasted 45-60 minutes, was audio-recorded with consent, and later transcribed verbatim for analysis.

3.4.2 Organizational Document Analysis

Relevant organizational documents such as HR policies, performance appraisal guidelines, and internal memos were
analyzed to identify structural factors that may enable or mitigate toxic leadership behaviors. This method helps

contextualize interview findings within organizational systems (Bowen, 2009).

3.4.3 Non-Participant Observations

Observations were conducted in select workplaces to examine leader-employee interactions, team dynamics, and the
communication climate. Field notes focused on verbal and non-verbal behaviors, power dynamics, and instances of

silence or fear.

3.5 Research Instruments

e Interview Protocol: Semi-structured guide designed to explore individual experiences, team-level interactions,

and organizational contexts.
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e Observation Checklist: Framework for systematically recording leader behavior, employee reactions, and
team interactions.

o Document Review Template: Structured template to extract relevant organizational policies and practices.

These instruments were piloted with three participants to ensure clarity, relevance, and comprehensiveness. Minor

adjustments were made to question phrasing and observation criteria.

3.6 Data Analysis

The study employed thematic analysis (Braun & Clarke, 2006), a widely used method for identifying, analyzing, and

reporting patterns within qualitative data. The analysis followed six phases:

e Familiarization: Transcripts and field notes were read multiple times to gain an overall understanding.

¢ Initial Coding: Meaningful data segments were coded using open coding.

e Searching for Themes: Codes were clustered into broader themes reflecting mechanisms of toxic leadership.

o Reviewing Themes: Themes were reviewed against the dataset to ensure coherence and validity.

o Defining and Naming Themes: Each theme was clearly defined, highlighting its significance in multilevel
effects.

e Producing the Report: Findings were synthesized with literature to interpret mechanisms of fear, silence, and

psychological safety reduction.

Table 3.2: Sample Coding Example

Code Participant Quote Theme
“I never question my manager
because I fear losing my job.”
“We don’t share ideas unless

Fear of retaliation Individual-level fear

Silence in meetings i Team-level silence
asked.
HR inaction Even afterc;(:;gpelsal,?ts’ nothing Organizational enabler of toxicity

NVivo software was used to organize codes and visualize thematic networks.

3.7 Ethical Considerations

Ethical rigor was ensured throughout the study:
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e Informed Consent: Participants were informed about the study purpose, procedures, and voluntary
participation.

e Confidentiality: Names, organizations, and identifying details were anonymized.

¢ Right to Withdraw: Participants could withdraw at any stage without penalty.

e Minimizing Harm: Care was taken to avoid psychological distress during discussions of sensitive experiences.

Approval was obtained from the University Ethics Committee prior to data collection.

3.8 Trustworthiness and Rigor

To ensure reliability and validity, the study applied Lincoln and Guba’s (1985) criteria for qualitative research:

e  Credibility: Triangulation of interviews, documents, and observations.
o Transferability: Detailed descriptions of context, participants, and methods.
o Dependability: Audit trail maintained for coding decisions and analysis.

o Confirmability: Reflexive journaling and peer review minimized researcher bias.

3.9 Limitations of Methodology

e Sample Size and Context: The study is limited to 30 participants in Bangladesh, which may affect
generalizability.
e Self-Report Bias: Participants may under- or over-report experiences due to fear or memory recall.

e Observation Limitations: Non-participant observations cannot capture all private interactions.

Despite these limitations, the study provides rich, contextually grounded insights into the mechanisms of toxic

leadership.

3.10 Summary

This chapter outlined the qualitative phenomenological methodology employed to explore the hidden mechanisms of
toxic leadership. A purposive sample of 30 employees from multiple sectors provided data through interviews,
document analysis, and observations. Thematic analysis enabled the identification of individual, team, and
organizational-level mechanisms through which toxic leadership reduces psychological safety. Ethical

considerations and trustworthiness measures ensured rigor and credibility.

4. Findings and Analysis

4.1 Introduction
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This chapter presents the findings from the qualitative phenomenological study exploring the hidden mechanisms of
toxic leadership and their effects on fear, silence, and psychological safety in organizations. Data were collected
from 30 employees across the banking, RMG, education, and telecommunications sectors in Bangladesh through

semi-structured interviews, organizational document analysis, and non-participant observations.

Thematic analysis (Braun & Clarke, 2006) was employed to identify patterns, leading to three overarching themes:

e Individual-Level Mechanisms of Fear and Anxiety
e Team-Level Mechanisms: Silence, Conformity, and Trust Erosion

¢ Organizational-Level Mechanisms: Structural Reinforcement of Toxic Leadership

Each theme is discussed with supporting sub-themes, participant quotes, and tables. A conceptual model integrating

the findings is also presented.

4.2 Individual-Level Mechanisms of Fear and Anxiety

The first theme explores how toxic leaders’ dark traits generate fear, stress, and psychological pressure among
employees. This manifests through verbal and non-verbal behaviors, microaggressions, and unpredictable decision-

making.

4.2.1 Fear of Retaliation and Job Insecurity

Participants frequently reported fear of retaliation for expressing dissent or making mistakes. Leaders’ authoritarian

and abusive behaviors heightened perceptions of job insecurity.

e P4 (Banking, Female, 30) stated:"l never question my manager because | fear losing my job. Even small
mistakes are punished publicly."
e P12 (RMG, Male, 38) noted:"I have to double-check everything I submit. The supervisor reacts unpredictably,

sometimes shouting at people for minor errors."”

These experiences indicate that fear acts as a control mechanism, suppressing initiative and creativity.

Table 4.1: Individual-Level Mechanisms of Fear

Mechanism Description Example Quote Reference

o Employees avoid “I never question my Morrison & Milliken,
Fear of retaliation ) ]
challenging authority manager...” 2000

. . Threats and unpredictable | “I have to double-check
Job insecurity ) ] Tepper, 2000
behavior create anxiety everything...”
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) ) Subtle insults, “My ideas are often )
Microaggressions . o ) ] Einarsen et al., 2007
undermining language ridiculed in meetings.”

4.2.2 ldentity Threat and Undermining

Leaders’ narcissistic behaviors often undermined employees’ confidence and professional identity. Participants

reported frequent criticism, belittlement, and dismissal of achievements, contributing to reduced self-esteem.

e P7 (Education, Female, 27) stated:"Even when | succeed, my manager downplays my efforts. It makes me
question my own abilities."
e P21 (Telecom, Male, 32) observed:"The leader constantly compares me with colleagues, highlighting my

shortcomings.”

This mechanism aligns with prior research linking narcissistic leadership to identity threats and stress (Rosenthal
&Pittinsky, 2006).

4.2.3 Emotional Exhaustion and Burnout

Repeated exposure to toxic leadership behaviors induced emotional exhaustion. Participants reported fatigue,

decreased motivation, and mental strain, which were compounded by constant fear and stress.

Figure 4.1: Individual-Level Pathways from Toxic Leadership to Burnout

Leader Dark Traits — Fear & Identity Threat — Emotional Exhaustion — Reduced Psychological Safety

4.3 Team-Level Mechanisms: Silence, Conformity, and Trust Erosion

Toxic leadership impacts team dynamics, creating norms of silence, fear of speaking out, and reduced trust among

team members.

4.3.1 Employee Silence and Withholding Information

Participants described strategic silence to avoid conflict or punishment. Types of silence included acquiescent,

defensive, and prosocial silence (Morrison & Milliken, 2000; Dyne et al., 2003).

e P3 (Education, Female, 24):"We don’t share our ideas unless asked. If you speak up without permission, you
may be reprimanded.”

e P15 (Banking, Male, 34):"Many colleagues hide mistakes instead of reporting them. It feels safer that way."
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Table 4.2: Team-Level Silence Mechanisms

Type of Silence Trigger Participant Quote
. o “We don’t share ideas unless
Acquiescent Fear of retaliation
asked.”
. . ] “Many colleagues hide mistakes
Defensive Job insecurity ) )
instead of reporting them.”
) ) “We cover for each other to avoid
Prosocial Protecting colleagues W
manager criticism.”

4.3.2 Favoritism and Peer Competition

Toxic leaders often favor certain team members, creating competitive and mistrustful climates. Employees reported

rivalry, decreased collaboration, and selective communication.

e P9 (RMG, Female, 29):"Only a few employees receive praise. Others are ignored or blamed, which creates
tension in the team."

e P18 (Telecom, Male, 36):"We compete for recognition because the leader’s favoritism is obvious."

These findings align with Einarsen et al.’s (2007) conceptualization of team-level dysfunction under destructive

leadership.

4.3.3 Team Trust Erosion and Conformity

The combination of fear and favoritism erodes trust, leading to conformity. Teams avoid dissenting opinions to

prevent punishment, reducing problem-solving capacity and innovation.

Figure 4.2: Team-Level Dynamics Under Toxic Leadership

Favoritism & Fear — Reduced Trust — Conformity & Silence — Low Collaboration

4.4 Organizational-Level Mechanisms: Structural Reinforcement of Toxic Leadership

At the organizational level, structural and cultural factors reinforce toxic leadership behaviors.
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4.4.1 Weak HR Policies and Lack of Accountability

Participants reported that HR departments rarely intervene, even when complaints were lodged. Document analysis

confirmed limited whistleblowing protection and punitive organizational policies.

e P20 (Banking, Female, 33):"Even after complaining, nothing changes. HR often sides with the manager."

Table 4.3: Organizational-Level Reinforcement Mechanisms

Mechanism

Description

Example Quote

Reference

Weak HR policies

Lack of enforcement of

complaints

“HR sides with the

manager”

Schmidt, 2008

Punitive culture

Mistakes punished rather

than addressed

“Mistakes are publicly

criticized”

Lipman-Blumen, 2005

Hierarchical rigidity

Limited upward

communication

“We cannot approach

higher management”

Morrison & Milliken,
2000

4.4.2 Cultural Norms and Acceptance of Toxicity

Cultural expectations in hierarchical workplaces contribute to acceptance of toxic behaviors. Employees perceive

abusive behaviors as normal or unavoidable, further embedding fear and silence.

e P11 (RMG, Female, 25):"It’s common for supervisors to shout or criticize. Everyone accepts it as normal."

o P28 (Telecom, Male, 41):"Challenging a senior is considered disrespectful, even if their behavior is unfair."

4.4.3 Organizational Dysfunction

Combined individual and team-level effects manifest as organizational dysfunction, including:

e Reduced innovation and creativity

e Increased absenteeism and turnover

e Ethical compromise and stagnation

Figure 4.3: Multilevel Impacts of Toxic Leadership

Leader Dark Traits
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Individual: Fear, Burnout

Team: Silence, Conformity

Organization: Dysfunction, Low Innovation

Overall Reduced Psychological Safety

4.5 Integrated Conceptual Framework

Based on the findings, a multilevel framework of toxic leadership mechanisms is proposed, integrating individual,

team, and organizational effects:

Figure 4.4: Multilevel Mechanisms of Toxic Leadership

Leader Dark Traits

!

Individual-Level Mechanisms: Fear, Identity Threat, Burnout

l

Team-Level Mechanisms: Silence, Conformity, Trust Erosion

l

Organizational-Level Mechanisms: Weak HR, Punitive Culture, Hierarchical Norms

!

Outcome: Reduced Psychological Safety, Low Engagement, Dysfunction

4.6 Summery of Key Findings



446

447

448

449
450
451
452
453

454

455

456
457
458
459
460

461

462
463
464
465

466

467

Table 4.4: Summary of Findings Across Levels

Level Key Mechanisms Outcome Participant Quote
o Fear of retaliation, identity ) “I never question my
Individual Stress, disengagement
threat, burnout manager...”
T Employee silence, favoritism, Low collaboration, “We compete for
eam

conformity

mistrust

recognition...”

Organizational

Weak HR, punitive culture,
hierarchical rigidity

Reduced innovation,

turnover

“Even after complaining,

nothing changes...”

Key Insights:

e Toxic leaders employ subtle psychological and structural mechanisms that are often hidden.

e Individual-level fear translates into team-level silence and conformity, which, combined with organizational

enablers, reduces psychological safety.

e Multilevel interventions are required to address leader behavior, team norms, and organizational structures

simultaneously.

5. Discussions, Analysis, Findings, and Solutions

5.1 Introduction

This chapter discusses the findings from Chapter 4, providing in-depth analysis and linking empirical results to the

literature reviewed in Chapter 2. The chapter focuses on understanding how toxic leadership manifests across

individual, team, and organizational levels, creating fear, silence, and reduced psychological safety. In addition,

practical solutions and interventions are proposed to mitigate these effects and foster a psychologically safe work

environment.

The discussion is organized into four sections:

1) Individual-Level Findings

2) Team-Level Findings

3) Organizational-Level Findings

4) Practical Solutions and Recommendations

5.2 Individual-Level Findings and Discussion

5.2.1 Fear and Anxiety
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Consistent with the literature, participants reported that leaders with dark traits—particularly narcissism,
Machiavellianism, and psychopathy—instilled fear and anxiety, leading to self-censorship and hypervigilance
(Paulhus& Williams, 2002; Tepper, 2000).

e Fear acts as a psychological control mechanism: employees avoid expressing dissent, reduce risk-taking, and
defer decision-making.
e Anxiety and stress contribute to emotional exhaustion, corroborating findings by Schmidt (2008) on burnout

under toxic leadership.

Analysis:

Fear and anxiety serve as primary mechanisms through which dark traits suppress psychological safety. The
phenomenological data indicate that even subtle behaviors—such as sarcastic comments or unpredictable punitive

responses—have a cumulative effect on employee wellbeing.

Implications:

e Leaders’ dark traits directly influence the cognitive and emotional state of employees, limiting creativity and
engagement.
e Interventions such as coaching for emotional intelligence and stress management can reduce these individual-

level impacts.

5.2.2 Identity Threat and Undermining

Participants experienced identity threat, where leaders undermined professional confidence through criticism,

favoritism, and public humiliation (Rosenthal &Pittinsky, 2006).

o Employees internalized these behaviors, leading to decreased self-esteem and impaired work performance.
e Narcissistic leaders often framed feedback in a way that reinforced their own superiority, consistent with

Einarsen et al.’s (2007) conceptualization of destructive leadership.

Analysis:

Identity threats act as a psychological lever, maintaining leader authority and discouraging opposition. Employees

adapt by becoming passive or overly cautious, reducing individual initiative.

Implications:
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e Employee support systems, such as mentoring or peer networks, may buffer identity threat and improve
resilience.

e  Training leaders to provide constructive feedback can mitigate identity-related harm.

5.2.3 Emotional Exhaustion and Burnout

Emotional exhaustion emerged as a significant consequence of persistent exposure to toxic behaviors. Participants

reported fatigue, disengagement, and reduced motivation.

e Burnout aligns with prior research indicating that abusive supervision and psychopathy lead to psychological
strain (Tepper, 2000; Babiak& Hare, 2006).

Analysis:

Emotional exhaustion mediates the relationship between leader dark traits and psychological safety, as exhausted

employees are less likely to engage, voice concerns, or participate in team problem-solving.

Implications:

e Organizations should monitor workload and stress levels, implementing wellbeing programs to reduce burnout.
e Psychological interventions such as resilience training and counseling may alleviate exhaustion and restore
engagement.

5.3 Team-Level Findings and Discussion

5.3.1 Employee Silence

The study identified acquiescent, defensive, and prosocial silence as pervasive mechanisms through which teams
respond to toxic leadership (Morrison & Milliken, 2000; Dyne et al., 2003).

o Employees withheld information or avoided participation to prevent negative consequences, which hindered
problem-solving and innovation.

e Defensive silence was the most common form, as fear of retaliation constrained communication.

Analysis:

Employee silence acts as a multilevel transmission mechanism: individual fear translates into team-level conformity,

reducing collaboration and reinforcing toxic leader dominance.
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Implications:

e Encouraging structured opportunities for anonymous feedback can reduce fear-driven silence.

e Training managers in participative leadership can break the silence-feedback cycle.

5.3.2 Favoritism and Conformity

Favoritism reinforced inequality and competition among team members, resulting in distrust and reduced

cohesion(Einarsen et al., 2007).

e Team members conformed to avoid conflict, suppressing innovative ideas.
e Observations confirmed that favoritism undermined psychological safety, consistent with the theoretical

framework in Chapter 2.

Analysis:

Favoritism and conformity are socially enforced mechanisms, whereby team members internalize norms of silence

and compliance. Toxic leaders exploit these norms to maintain authority.

Implications:

e Transparent performance appraisal systems can reduce favoritism.

e Team-building and trust-enhancement exercises may counteract conformity and encourage collaboration.

5.3.3 Trust Erosion

Trust erosion emerged as a central theme, connecting individual fear to team dysfunction.

e Teams reported reduced communication and collaboration, as members feared misrepresentation or punishment.

e  Peer-to-peer distrust further reinforced organizational silos.

Analysis:

Trust erosion amplifies the impact of individual-level fear, creating a feedback loop that perpetuates toxic leadership

effects across multiple levels.

Implications:

e Interventions should target both leader behavior and team norms.

o | eadership development programs emphasizing ethical behavior and relational transparency can restore trust.
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5.4 Organizational-Level Findings and Discussion

5.4.1 Weak HR Policies and Lack of Accountability

Organizational systems often enabled toxic leadership, with limited mechanisms for complaint, whistleblowing, or

corrective action (Schmidt, 2008).

¢ HR departments frequently failed to intervene, leaving employees vulnerable.

e Organizational hierarchy and rigid culture exacerbated the effects of toxic leadership.

Analysis:

At the organizational level, structural deficiencies reinforce individual and team-level dysfunction, creating a self-

perpetuating cycle of fear, silence, and low psychological safety.

Implications:

e Organizations must implement robust accountability frameworks, clear grievance procedures, and proactive HR
interventions.

e  Policy reform can address systemic enablers of toxic leadership.

5.4.2 Punitive Culture and Hierarchical Norms

Hierarchical rigidity and punitive culture contributed to norms of compliance and fear, as challenging authority was

discouraged.

o Employees internalized these norms, accepting toxic behaviors as part of organizational culture.

e  Observational data confirmed that hierarchical enforcement restricted upward communication.

Analysis:

Organizational culture can legitimize toxic leadership, making interventions at the individual or team level

insufficient without systemic change.

Implications:
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e Promoting a culture of psychological safety requires top-down commitment and leadership accountability at all
levels.

e  Culture change initiatives should integrate ethical leadership, transparency, and employee voice mechanisms.

5.5 Integrated Analysis Across Levels

The study demonstrates that toxic leadership operates as a multilevel phenomenon, with mechanisms that interact

across individual, team, and organizational layers.

Figure 5.1: Integrated Multilevel Model of Toxic Leadership Mechanisms

Leader Dark Traits

Individual Fear & Burnout

Team Silence, Conformity, Trust Erosion

Organizational Weak Policies, Punitive Culture — Reduced Psychological Safety

Reduced Innovation, Engagement, and Performance

Key Insights:

o Fear and identity threat at the individual level drive team silence and conformity.
e Team-level dysfunction amplifies psychological risk and reduces collaboration.
e Organizational enablers such as weak HR and punitive norms sustain toxic leadership.

e Interventions must be multilevel, addressing leaders, teams, and organizational structures simultaneously.

5.6 Practical Solutions and Recommendations

5.6.1 Leader-Focused Interventions
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e Leadership Training and Coaching: Develop self-awareness, emotional intelligence, and ethical decision-
making skills.
e 360-Degree Feedback: Incorporate upward and peer feedback to identify and correct toxic behaviors.

e Accountability Mechanisms: Link performance evaluations to ethical and supportive leadership behaviors.

5.6.2 Team-Level Interventions

e Team Building and Trust Enhancement: Strengthen collaboration and reduce conformity through structured
activities.
¢ Open Communication Channels: Facilitate anonymous feedback mechanisms to encourage speaking up.

e Peer Support Networks: Provide support systems to buffer stress and identity threat.

5.6.3 Organizational-Level Interventions

o Policy Reforms: Develop clear grievance procedures, whistleblower protections, and anti-retaliation policies.
e Cultural Change Initiatives: Promote transparency, ethical behavior, and employee voice across hierarchies.

e Monitoring and Evaluation: Implement continuous monitoring of leadership practices and organizational

climate.
Table 5.1: Multilevel Solutions to Toxic Leadership

Level Intervention Expected Outcome

o ) ) Reduced fear, improved emotional

Individual Leadership coaching )
regulation

- Open communication and trust- Increased collaboration, reduced

eam

building silence
R - ) Enhanced psychological safety,
Organizational Policy reforms and culture change
reduced turnover

5.7 Theoretical Implications

e Confirms the multilevel nature of toxic leadership, extending prior research (Einarsen et al., 2007; Morrison
& Milliken, 2000).

e Highlights the mechanisms of fear, silence, and psychological safety reduction, connecting leader dark traits
to organizational dysfunction.

e Offers an integrated framework for future research on interventions that target individual, team, and

organizational levels simultaneously.
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5.8 Practical Implications

e Organizations must adopt a systemic approach to address toxic leadership, combining HR policy reform,

leadership development, and team interventions.

Employees should be provided with psychological support and resilience programs to mitigate individual-level

impacts.

Cultural transformation is crucial to normalize ethical leadership and employee voice.

5.9 Limitations of the Findings

e The study is context-specific to Bangladesh; cross-cultural applicability may be limited.
o Data relied primarily on self-reports, which may be subject to social desirability or recall bias.

e Organizational document analysis was limited due to confidentiality constraints.

Despite these limitations, the study provides rich, multilevel insights into toxic leadership mechanisms.

5.10 Summary

This chapter analyzed findings from Chapter 4, integrating them with existing literature and highlighting multilevel
mechanisms of toxic leadership. Individual fear, team-level silence and conformity, and organizational enablers
collectively reduce psychological safety and organizational performance. Practical solutions at all three levels were

proposed to mitigate toxic leadership and foster psychologically safe work environments.

6. Conclusion, Recommendations, and Future Research

6.1 Introduction

This chapter concludes the study on “The Hidden Mechanisms of Toxic Leadership: A Multilevel Analysis of How
Leader Dark Traits Create Fear, Silence, and Reduced Psychological Safety in Organizations.” The study explored
the complex, multilevel mechanisms through which toxic leadership affects individuals, teams, and organizations in
Bangladesh. Drawing from qualitative data collected through interviews, observations, and document analysis, the
study provides insights into the pathways linking leader dark traits—such as narcissism, Machiavellianism, and

psychopathy—to fear, silence, and diminished psychological safety.

The chapter is structured into four sections:
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Summary of the Study
Key Findings and Theoretical Contributions
Practical Recommendations

Limitations and Directions for Future Research

6.2 Summary of the Study

The primary aim of this study was to investigate how toxic leadership operates across multiple levels of

organizations, the mechanisms through which fear and silence emerge, and the consequences for psychological

safety. The study employed a qualitative phenomenological design with a purposive sample of 30 employees across

the banking, RMG, education, and telecommunications sectors in Bangladesh.

Chapter 1 outlined the background, research problem, objectives, and significance of the study.

Chapter 2 provided a literature review, examining leadership theories, dark traits, toxic leadership dimensions,
psychological safety, employee silence, and multilevel organizational impacts.

Chapter 3 described the research methodology, detailing the sample, data collection procedures, research
instruments, ethical considerations, and data analysis using thematic analysis.

Chapter 4 presented the findings, identifying individual, team, and organizational-level mechanisms through
which toxic leadership affects employees and organizations.

Chapter 5 discussed the findings in relation to the literature, highlighted multilevel mechanisms, and proposed

practical interventions to mitigate toxic leadership effects.

The study’s multilevel approach fills a critical gap in the literature by integrating individual, team, and

organizational perspectives on toxic leadership, particularly within the context of Bangladeshi workplaces.

6.3 Key Findings and Theoretical Contributions

6.3.1 Individual-Level Findings

Fear and Anxiety: Leaders’ dark traits induced fear of retaliation, job insecurity, and hypervigilance among
employees.

Identity Threat: Narcissistic and abusive behaviors undermined employees’ self-esteem and professional
identity.

Emotional Exhaustion: Persistent exposure to toxic behaviors led to burnout, reduced motivation, and

disengagement.

Theoretical Contribution: These findings support and extend prior research on abusive supervision, the Dark
Triad, and psychological safety (Tepper, 2000; Paulhus& Williams, 2002; Rosenthal &Pittinsky, 2006), highlighting

fear and identity threat as key mediating mechanisms between leader traits and psychological safety reduction.
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6.3.2 Team-Level Findings

e Employee Silence: Teams practiced acquiescent, defensive, and prosocial silence to avoid punishment or
protect colleagues.

e Favoritism and Conformity: Leaders’ preferential treatment created competition, reduced cohesion, and
reinforced conformity.

e Trust Erosion: Distrust among team members limited collaboration and information sharing.

Theoretical Contribution: Team-level dysfunction demonstrates how individual-level fear translates into collective

silence and conformity, aligning with Morrison & Milliken’s (2000) conceptualization of organizational silence.

6.3.3 Organizational-Level Findings

o Weak HR Policies: Lack of effective grievance mechanisms allowed toxic leadership behaviors to persist.

e Punitive Culture and Hierarchical Rigidity: Organizational norms reinforced fear, discouraging upward
communication and employee voice.

¢ Reduced Innovation and Engagement: Multilevel effects led to decreased creativity, high turnover, and

organizational dysfunction.

Theoretical Contribution: The findings support the notion that toxic leadership is embedded within organizational
structures and culture, emphasizing the need for systemic interventions beyond individual or team-focused solutions
(Einarsen et al., 2007; Schmidt, 2008).

6.3.4 Integrated Multilevel Model

The study proposes a conceptual framework integrating individual, team, and organizational mechanisms:

Figure 6.1: Integrated Multilevel Model of Toxic Leadership Mechanisms

Leader Dark Traits

L

Individual-Level: Fear, Identity Threat, Burnout

L

Team-Level: Silence, Conformity, Trust Erosion

L

Organizational-Level: Weak HR, Punitive Culture, Hierarchical Norms
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Outcome: Reduced Psychological Safety, Low Engagement, Dysfunction

Contribution to Theory: This model bridges gaps in previous literature by demonstrating how dark leader traits
propagate through multilevel mechanisms, ultimately affecting organizational outcomes. It provides a practical and
theoretical lens for understanding and addressing toxic leadership in non-Western contexts.

6.4 Practical Recommendations

6.4.1 Individual-Level Interventions

e Leadership Training and Coaching: Enhance self-awareness, emotional intelligence, and ethical decision-
making.

e Psychological Support Programs: Counseling, resilience training, and stress management programs to
mitigate fear and burnout.

o 360-Degree Feedback: Provide leaders with structured feedback from subordinates, peers, and superiors to

identify and correct toxic behaviors.

6.4.2 Team-Level Interventions

e Open Communication Channels: Establish anonymous feedback systems to encourage speaking up without
fear of retaliation.

e Trust-Building Activities: Team-building workshops to foster collaboration and reduce conformity.

e Peer Support Networks: Create mentoring or buddy systems to buffer identity threats and promote
psychological safety.

6.4.3 Organizational-Level Interventions

e Policy Reforms: Strengthen grievance mechanisms, anti-retaliation policies, and whistleblower protections.
e  Cultural Change Initiatives: Promote ethical leadership, transparency, and inclusivity.
e Monitoring and Evaluation: Continuous assessment of leadership behavior and organizational climate to

prevent the recurrence of toxic practices.

Table 6.1: Multilevel Solutions to Toxic Leadership

Level Intervention Expected Outcome

Individual Leadership coaching & counseling Reduced fear, improved resilience
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6.5 Implications for Practice

e Human Resource Management: HR departments must proactively monitor leadership behaviors and
implement accountability mechanisms.

o Leadership Development: Organizations should prioritize ethical leadership and emotional intelligence in
selection and promotion processes.

e Organizational Culture: Psychological safety should be embedded as a core value, with explicit

encouragement for employee voice and participation.

These implications suggest that effective mitigation of toxic leadership requires a multilevel strategy, addressing

leader behavior, team dynamics, and organizational structures simultaneously.

6.6 Limitations of the Study

e Contextual Limitation: The study is limited to organizations in Bangladesh, which may reduce generalizability
to other cultural or geographic contexts.

e Sample Size: While qualitative depth was achieved, a sample of 30 participants limits statistical generalization.

e Self-Report Bias: Participant accounts may reflect social desirability or recall bias.

o Document Access: Access to confidential organizational documents was restricted, limiting full analysis of

policy effectiveness.

6.7 Directions for Future Research

e Cross-Cultural Studies: Examine toxic leadership mechanisms across diverse cultural contexts to test the
applicability of the multilevel model.

¢ Quantitative Validation: Develop and test scales measuring multilevel effects of toxic leadership to generalize
findings.

e Longitudinal Research: Explore long-term impacts of toxic leadership on psychological safety, team
performance, and organizational outcomes.

e Intervention Studies: Assess the effectiveness of multilevel interventions in mitigating toxic leadership effects.
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6.8 Conclusion

This study provides a comprehensive understanding of how leader dark traits operate across multiple levels to create

fear, silence, and reduced psychological safety. By integrating individual, team, and organizational perspectives, the

study highlights the complex, interdependent mechanisms that perpetuate toxic leadership.

Key Takeaways:

Multilevel Mechanisms: Toxic leadership effects are propagated through fear and burnout (individual), silence
and conformity (team), and weak policies and punitive culture (organization).

Psychological Safety: Reduced psychological safety is a central outcome of toxic leadership, negatively
impacting engagement, innovation, and performance.

Intervention Imperative: Mitigating toxic leadership requires coordinated interventions at all three levels,

including leadership development, team-based strategies, and organizational reforms.

The findings contribute both theoretically and practically, offering a robust framework for understanding and

addressing toxic leadership in organizational contexts, particularly in non-Western workplaces such as Bangladesh.
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