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Abstract

This study examines the impact of toxic leadership on academic staff’s psychological distress
in the Malaysian context. Also, the moderating role of perceived organizational support is
explored. A questionnaire was utilized to gather the data (n=450) for this research. The multi-
stage sampling technique combines cluster sampling and a simple random sampling involving
academic staff from a public university in Malaysia. The SMART PLS-SEM version 3.2.7. was
used to analyze the data. Based on the structural model's standardized path coefficients from
the PLS results, toxic leadership profoundly influenced employees' psychological distress.
However, perceived organizational support was an insignificant moderator of the impact
between toxic leadership and psychological distress. The empirical research findings address
the gap in the overall body of literature regarding Toxic Leadership Theory, such as the
psychological distress and perceived organizational support. Hence, it provides an insight into
toxic leadership study that has a few examined in previous research. Toxic leadership
phenomenon can be used by the organization to better understand the dark side of leadership
style, improve employee knowledge about toxic leadership and emotional coping strategy.
Successful preventing toxic leadership is seen as an advantage for organizations that can
promote a healthy work environment and a quality leader.

Keywords: Academic Staff, Perceived Organizational Support, Psychological Distress, Toxic
leadership, Partial Least Squares (PLS).

882



INTERNATIONAL JOURNAL OF ACADEMIC RESEARCH IN BUSINESS AND SOCIAL SCIENCES

Vol. 10, No. 12, 2020, E-ISSN: 2222-6990 © 2020

Introduction

To remain competitive, employee well-being must be a focal point for an organization (Hong
et al., 2019; Rubenstein et al., 2018). A large and growing body of literature is concerned
about the mental state of employees as it affects human life (Katherine et al.,2014). Without
specifying the form of organizations and geographical borders, mental health issues at the
workplace have now become an outbreak (Kelloway, 2017; Dobson et al., 2019). Besides,
Nada and Ruth (2020) revealed that these mental health problems had spread globally. One
factor that constitutes a potential threat to employees' well-being is toxic leadership (Lipman-
Blumen, 2005; Asha & Snigdha, 2019; Whicker, 1996; Lubit, 2004). Previous literature
suggests that interest in exploring employee mental well-being appears to be strong when
toxic leadership exists in organizations.

Toxic leadership nowadays is an increasingly crucial phenomenon in the study of dark
side leadership (Schyns & Schilling, 2013; Lipman-Blumen, 2010; Webster et al., 2016).
Lipman-Blumen (2005) was the first ground-breaking study to investigate Toxic Leadership
Theory systematically. She had identified that toxic leadership as a process in which the leader
possesses destructive behaviour and dysfunctional personal characteristics, inflict severe and
enduring harm on the individuals, organizations, communities, and nations (Lipman-Blumen,
2005). Drawing based on a psychology perspective, toxic leaders also being labelled as having
psychopathy traits and personality disorder (Goldman, 2009; Mitchell & Elizabeth, 2009), and
their presence can be harmful to the organization (Whicker, 1996). Given the definitions
mentioned so far, one may suppose that there is toxicity in every sense of the behaviour term.

During a leadership position, toxic leaders exercise violations, mislead, play to the
fears, fail to mentors, ignore competence, and isolate their followers (Lipman-Blumen, 2010).
They also build an atmosphere of fear and intimidation in which employees refuse to speak
up. A healthy individual can get weak, anxious, and depressed in some situations when dealing
with a toxic leader (Vickers, 2006). A previous study shows that 94 per cent of the workers
have worked with toxic leaders in their careers (Mitchell & Elizabeth, 2009). Nevertheless, as
organizations realize that individual leaders are aggressive to employees, they are looking for
information on how such toxic leadership behaviours impact the workplace.

Toxic leadership affects performance at the organizational and individual levels
(Natesha & Imani, 2019). In a horrific situation, individuals can have an overactive emotional
response to their leader's toxicity and bring this negative feeling into their everyday lives.
Thus, employees who undergo behaviour patterns of toxic leaders suffer detrimental
outcomes, such as psychological distress (Asha & Snigdha, 2019). Mitchell and Elizabeth
(2009) found that 92 per cent of employees who have been exposed to toxic leaders are
suffering from psychological distress. The importance of investigating the effect of the toxic
leader's behaviour on emotional distress has been observed from various organizations
across the world (Goldman, 2008). Besides, psychological distress issues are currently at the
centre of educational research due to the increasing trend towards the prevalence of
emotional disorders and the cost of prevention associated with these symptoms. Thus,
expanding the Toxic Leadership Theory by adding psychological distress is a crucial variable
for studying toxic leadership outcomes.

Also, when assessing the variance in employee psychological distress resulting from
toxic leadership, other factors must be taken into account. According to the Organizational
Support Theory (Eisenberger et al.,1986; Eisenberger & Stinglhamber, 2011; Shore &Shore,
1995), employee emotional health is ultimately caused by inadequate organizational support
specifically for the well-being of employees (Bronston et al.,, 2017). Thus, this research
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expanded the Toxic Leadership Theory by added Organizational Support Theory as a
moderator for employee's psychological distress. While the present study suggests that toxic
leadership is more effective in terms of employee psychological distress, it is still essential to
consider organizational support for employee psychological distress (Rhoades & Eisenberger,
2002). Ebrahim et al. (2019) found that, to some extent, organizational support could mitigate
emotional distress among employees. Webster et al. (2016) point out that Human Resource
Manager advice and counselling may potentially reduce employees' psychological distress,
particularly in dealing with toxic leaders. Pahlevan et al. (2018) argue that the higher the
organization's aid, the lower the level of employees suffering from mental health distress. For
employees, their feeling of belonging, respect, esteem, emotional support raises their morale
and is strongly influenced by organizational support.

Furthermore, the available perceived organizational support literature has yet
another limitation that only discusses in a constructive leadership style (Arnold, 2017), while
research studies analyzing perceived organizational support from a toxic leadership
perspective are very scarce (Webster et al., 2016; Bekir, 2020). Hence, adding Organizational
Support Theory gives a new direction on reducing employee mental health. Based on the
earlier proposition about toxic leadership, this research aims to:

1. examine the relationship between toxic leadership and psychological distress.
2. examine the perceived organizational support as a moderator for the relationship
between toxic leadership and psychological distress.

Literature Review

This study used the Toxic Leadership Theory as the guiding principle in the proposed
theoretical model in understanding the behaviour of toxic leaders and perceived
organizational support in influencing psychological distress among academic staff. The
extended variables are corroborated with Chen and Kao's (2009) view and Chua and Murray
(2015), who suggested that emotional well-being is one area in which the theory might be
extended.

The theoretical foundation of toxic leadership

Many organizations have paid close attention to organizational deviance (Ahmad Bodla et al.,
2019). Organization as an unhealthy atmosphere has arisen from the fact that organizations
have not diligently conveyed values, which is why toxic behaviour is developing and increasing
within the organization (Appelbaum & Roy, 2007). Therefore, the leaders who used their toxic
power could harm the organization and individual. Lipman-Blumen (2005) defines toxic
leaders as a person with destructive behaviour and dysfunctional personal characteristics,
inflicting severe and long-lasting harm to his followers.

Lipman-Blumen emphasizes toxic leadership's core features based on intentionality,
intensity, physical/verbal or non-verbal actions, and outcomes. Loraleigh and Karen (2011);
Tepper and Henle (2011); Lipman-Blumen (2005) take the view that it is difficult to assess the
real intent of the leader and that toxic leaders do not behave consistently. As a result, none
of the scholars describes the intention and unintended actions for the concept of toxic
leadership. This is because the leader's toxic intentions and the results of the conduct are not
intrinsically related.

Intensity is commonly referred to as toxic leaders responsible for a certain level of violence
against followers. According to Lipman-Blumen (2005), the level of violence can vary from
very mild to very severe. Thus, each degree of violence may have different outcomes. Also,
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Dong et al. ( 2012) found that a leader with high violence could lead to distress and low staff
productivity.Therefore, to acknowledge the prevalence of toxic leadership in the
organization, attention must be paid to the degree of intensity through severe and long-
lasting harm to followers.

Despite various behaviours, the difficulties in selecting the best-defined toxic leader
behaviour are still under debate. An example of current theories, the Social Construction
Theory (Hunt, 1984), proposed that followers' views of leadership behaviour differ based on
their demographics. It is challenging to select the exact toxic behaviour that emerges in the
organization. However, Dotlich and Cairo (2003 ) suggested that one of the negative
behaviours observed and frequently displayed through destructive behaviours is sufficient to
identify a toxic leader's presence in their organization. Thus, Lipman-Blumen (2005) proposed
a general concept, such as destructive behaviour, to classify toxic leadership.

Finally, Lipman-Blumen ( 2005) described toxic leadership outcomes in more neutral
terms, such as harmful. It is widely agreed that results should be based on presumed nature
rather than specific impacts, which can contribute to the incorrect inclusion of behaviours
(Thoroughgood et al., 2012).

Toxic leadership and psychological distress

Lipman's toxic leadership theory is based mainly on the concept of misbehaviour, similar to
the destructive and abusive leadership that both concerned violent conduct. It also includes
actions against the well-being of the organization and the followers. Toxic leaders and
employee relations can also be regarded as an inverse relationship (Wu & Hu, 2009). The
values, attitude, and behaviour of a leader influence followers' well-being as a consequence
of the interaction. When the leader shows a harmful engagement, the employee feels
worthless and demeaning, showing a poor performance (Ozlem et al., 2017).

Leadership affects the dyadic, team, and personal relationships within the
organization and impact on psychological well-being (Fahie, 2019). According to Asha and
Snigdha (2019), psychological distress has been recognized as a result of toxic leadership
(Asha and Snigdha,2019). Social science literature defines psychological distress as an
emotional condition with depression and anxiety symptoms (Mirowsky & Ross, 2002).
According to Terry et al. (2020), people with psychological distress could change from healthy
levels to anxiety, depression, demoralization, moodiness, aggression, and diminished
personality. Of that kind, subjective states can worsen persons' emotional resilience and
affect their ability to enjoy life and cope with pain, deception, and grief (Rose & Mechanic,
2002).

Toxic leaders can strain and reduce their subordinates' emotional well-being through
personal influence. Toxic leaders impair their subordinates' psychological well-being by
intimidation, violations, embarrassment (Webster et al.,, 2016). Toxic leaders build a toxic
workplace environment and highlight negative values that affect employees' psychological
well-being, such as aggression, anxiety, and depression. Furthermore, Lipman-Blumen (2005)
describes toxic leadership as an individual approach that focuses on personal interest and
leads to severe employee performance, inspiration, career development, and health. Based
on the statement above, it is assumed that:

H1. Toxic leadership positively affect psychological distress.
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Moderating effect of perceived organizational support.

Employee emotional, mental health is ultimately caused by inadequate organizational
support, specifically for employees' well-being (Bronston et al., 2017). According to Erdogan
and Enders (2007), the failure of an organizational support dimension in which the leaders
behave might lead to actions that can be understood. This highlights the fact that any
discussion of the influence of toxic leadership style on employee psychological distress cannot
be separated from consideration of the organizational support for these toxic leaders' actions.

Therefore, in this research, the Organization Support Theory is used as the underlying

theory to analyze perceived organizational support. Perceived organizational support is
derived from the Organizational Support Theory (Eisenberger et al., 1986; Eisenberger &
Stinglhamber, 2011; Shore and Shore, 1995). It was suggested that employees establish a
general understanding of the degree to which they value their efforts and care for their well-
being.
Reciprocal theory suggests that leaders' or employees' behaviour is motivated by
organizational support policies (Rhodes & Eisenberger, 2002). However, when the existing
organization provides an effective coping mechanism and moral support to the worker,
workers will not have poor emotional health, even though highly toxic leaders trigger
employees. The critical function of the perceived support is to meet social and emotional
needs and recognize the organization's readiness to reward its employees (Kanliang & Qin,
2008).

In dark leadership literature, Mindy et al. (2013) found that the relationship between
leadership and employee emotion is significantly moderated by high perceived organizational
support. Thus, even though the employees experience the toxic leader, they would not have
significant mental health issues if the perceived organizational support is vital. Furthermore,
an effective coping mechanism tends to minimize emotional violence in the organization
(George et al., 2009). It could also be hypothesized:

H2. The positive impact of toxic leadership on psychological distress is moderated by the
perceived organizational support.

Thus this research proposed a theoretical framework that extended from Toxic Leadership

Theory by adding outcomes variable ( psychological distress) and moderator variable
(perceived organizational support) as show in Figure 1.
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Figure 1: Conceptual framework

Methodology

Participants

The sample for this research comprised 450 academic staff from a public university in
Malaysia. For gender, 238 (52.9%) of respondents are male, and 212 (47.1%) are female. The
highest number of respondents was Senior Lecturer (170, 37.8 %), while 104 (23.1 %) were
Associate Professor, 100 (22.2%) Lecturer, and 76 (16.9 %) Professors. In terms of work
experience, 146 (32.4%) respondents had 1-5 years of experience with the current immediate
supervisor. In the meantime, 165 (36.6 %) respondents were between 6 and 15 years with the
current immediate supervisor. The remaining 139 (30.9 %) respondents had more than 16
years of experience.

Instruments

In this research, a mixture of existing instruments from previous literature was used. A total
of 54 items were used to evaluate the construct for this research. The questionnaire was
divided into four sections. Section A consisted of demographic aspects such as gender,
position, and experience with the current immediate supervisor. Section B examined the
behaviour of the leaders during their leadership process. Perceived leadership style was
measured through a toxic leadership scale from Pelletier (2010). The scale has seven
dimensions, which outline the behaviour of the toxic leader. According to Tepper (2000),
there have been only a few toxic leadership scales to date. Respondents were asked to rate
their current immediate supervision behaviour through the scale. The scale ranged from 1 =
extremely useful to 7 = extremely harmful. Section C measured respondents' perceptions of
the extent to which the organization values their contribution and well-being. Six items from
Eisenberger et al. (2001) were used to determine perceived organizational support.
Respondents were asked to indicate how much their organization valued them on the 7-point
Likert scale from strongly disagreed to agree strongly. Besides, prior studies have provided
evidence of this scale's high reliability and validity (e.g., Eisenberger, et al., 1990; Shore &
Wayne, 1993). It is a valid argument for adopting its scale for this research. Finally, Section D
measured respondents' emotional reactions when interacting with their current immediate
supervisor using Asha and Snigdha's (2019) scale. In this scale, three aspects of psychological
distress, including loss of self-worth, agitation, and withdrawal, were measured. It consisted
of 15 items whereby the respondent was asked to rate each item based on a seventh-point
Likert scale, one = strongly disagree, and 7 = strongly agree. Nonetheless, after evaluating the
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measurement model, only 11 items were used for this research because the other four items
had a loading factor of less than 0.5.

Procedure
For this research, a multi-stage sampling technique such as cluster sampling and a simple
random sampling technique was used. The reason for applying this technique is that this
research's academic staff population is extensive and, therefore, a way of minimizing the
population by dividing groups and subgroups into smaller groups until the researcher reaches
the desired type or size (Marianne, 1992) of academic staff. For sample size, a statistical
analysis approach with the application of G-Power 3.1 software (Faul et al., 2009) was used
with an effect size setting of 0.15 in each of the dependent variables in the structured model
with a significance level of 0.05 with a statistical power of 80 per cent, two predictors and the
sample size needed was only 68. However, the population of academic staff in a public
university in Malaysia was large; thus, a sample size of 450 was obtained for this research.
Pretesting was conducted to define the limitations on the instructions, language, and
items in the questionnaire (Zikmund, 2003) and establish content validity (Straub, 1989) by
appointing an expert panel from the leadership field and language expert. After some
adjustment of the questionnaire, the pilot study was conducted with 30 academic staff that
is not involved as actual respondents. For the actual survey, the researcher contacted the
Assistant Registrar of each faculty to verify the lecturers' details, such as their grade scale and
whether they were still active in the university. Upon verification, an invitation to an online
survey took place. The researcher used an email invitation and provided a link to the URL to
respond to the study. However, there is concern about the rate of non-response. Therefore,
the researcher contacted or approached the respondents through a reminder alert (email)
multiple times to increase the response rate. Finally, the data were analyzed using Partial
Least Square based Structural Equation Modelling version 3.2.7 for measurement model and
structural model analysis.

Results

Assessment of Measurement Models

For Internal Consistency Reliability, the composite reliability values of the variables ranging
from 0.914-0.989. As the costs are more than 0.7, according to Kline (2010), this sufficiently
indicates that the items used to represent the construct have sufficient internal consistency.
Convergent validity was used to identify factor loading and Average Variance Extracted (AVE),
as suggested by Hair et al. (2011). Standardized loading items listed in Table 1 shows that the
variables were considered to be significant as they met the threshold value of 0.70 by their
expected factor (Hair et al.(2011), and all AVE values as shown in Table 1 were higher than
the suggested value of 0.50 (Hair et al. 2011). The range is from 0.703 to 0.912. It means that
its construct reflected all of the variances of the items.
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Table 1
Result of reliability test
First-order Second- ltem Loading M SD a CR AVE
constructs order (>0.5) (>0.7) (>0.7) (>0.5)
constructs

Attack on TL1 0.846 2.336 1.012 0.938 0.951 0.764
followers’ esteem
(ESTEEM) TL2 0.823

TL3 0.869

TL4 0.878

TL5 0.905

TL6 0.919
Lack of integrity TL7 0.808 2405 0.955 0.949 0.957 0.710
(INT) TL8 0.812

TL9 0.849

TL10 0.848

TL11 0.852

TL12 0.882

TL13 0.823

TL14 0.890

TL15 0.815
Abusiveness TL16 0.860 2.522 0.968 0.920 0.938 0.715
(ABUSE) TL17 0.829

TL18 0.828

TL19 0.849

TL20 0.884

TL21 0.822
Social exclusion TL22 0.895 2.331 0.968 0.858 0.914 0.779
(SE) TL23 0.835

TL24 0.917
Divisiveness TL25 0.942 2.386 1.047 0.927 0.954 0.873
(DIV) TL26 0.937
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TL27 0.923
Promoting inequity TL28 0.911 2356 0.970 0.891 0.932 0.822
(PRO) TL29 0.917
TL30 0.891
Threat to security TL31 0.811 2400 0.986 0.910 0.933 0.736
(SEC) TL32 0.890
TL33 0.871
TL34 0.825
TL35 0.890
Laissez-faire TL36 0.899 2.312 1.033 0.899 0.937 0.832
(LF) TL37 0.927
TL38 0.909
Toxic ESTEM 0.971 2.393 0.948 0.988 0.989 0.703
leadership
INT 0.988
ABUSE 0.954
SE 0.945
DIV 0.937
PRO 0.940
SEC 0.968
LF 0.949
Psychological PD1 0.789 2.150 0.831 0.946 0.953 0.649
distress
PD2 0.736
PD3 0.724
PD4 0.719
PD5 0.818
PD6 0.842
PD7 0.832
PD8 0.824
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PD9 0.841

PD10 0.851

PD11 0.867
Perceived POS1 0.954 2.924 1.510 0.977 0.981 0.912
Organizational
Support

POS2 0.948

POS3 0.951

POS4 0.968

POS5 0.955

Note M=Mean; SD=Standard Deviation, a= Cronbach’s alpha; CR=Composite Reliability,
AVE=Average Variance Extracted. All the factor loadings of the individual items are statistically
significant (p < 0.01)

Discriminant validity can be measured by employing three types of criterion: cross-
loading, Fornell-Larcker, and the Heterotrait-Monotrait ratio (HTMT). This research applied
all the three forms of criterion to ensure that the definition or measurement is not related.
For the cross-loading, a criterion for all the research variables fulfils the requirements. The
analysis thus far provides evidence that the different constructs' indicators are not
interchangeable for this research. Based on the Fornell-Larcker criterion analysis shown in
Table 2, the AVE's square root on the diagonals, indicated by the bolded values, is higher than
the correlation between the constructs (corresponding row and column values). Meanwhile,
HTMT in this research shows that the values were lower than the suggested cut-off value of
0.85, indicating that there was a tolerable level of discriminant validity (Table 3).

Table 2
Discriminant validity by Fornell and Larcker’s
PD POS TL
PD 0.806
POS 0.046 0.955
TL 0.496 0.074 0.838

Note: Diagonal elements in bold show the square root of AVE
while off-diagonal represent correlations between the constructs.
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Table 3
Discriminant validity by Heterotrait-Monotrait ratio of correlations (HTMT)
PD POS TL
PD
POS 0.044
TL 0.493 0.077 0
Structural model

There are several stages proposed by Hair et al. (2017) for the analysis of structural models.
It included assessing the structural model for collinearity issues, the evaluation of the
significance and relevance of the structural model relationship (B), the level of R2, and the
effect size (f2). However, this study does not use g2 because it is an optional stage.

For collinearity issues, the inner variable factor (VIF) values for independent variables (Toxic
leadership) are less than 5 (Table 4). Thus, it shows that multicollinearity is not an issue for
this research (Hair et al.,2017). Based on the path coefficient assessments in Table 5, it can
be concluded that a toxic leader has a positive relationship with psychological distress. Toxic
leaders foresee employees ' psychological distress in a meaningful way. This indicates that a
toxic leadership style is directly related to the mental well-being of the follower. Thus, H1 is
supported (B = 0.496, t=10.68). Meanwhile, the interaction terms of toxic leadership and
perceived organizational support ($0.088, p > 0.05) were not found to be significant. As a
result, H2 perceived organizational support did not moderate the relationship between toxic
leadership and psychological distress.

The predictive accuracy of the model can be tested through a coefficient of
determination (R2) analysis. For this research, the model also indicates that toxic leadership
accounts for 24.6 per cent of the psychological distress variance. As suggested by Cohen
(1988), this analysis resulted in a moderate model with indices above 0.13. Thus, toxic
leadership could be adequately explained by psychological distress. For the assessment of
effect size (f2), Table 5 shows a medium effect size (0.327) for toxic leadership and
psychological distress. It shows that toxic leadership has a significant influence on academic
staff psychological distress.

Table 4

Lateral Collinearity Assessment
Construct Psychological distress (VIF)
TL 1.006
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Table 5

Hypothesis Testing

Hypothesis Relationship Std. Std. t- Decision  R? f2

Beta Error value

H1 Toxic leadership 0.496 0.046 10.68 Supported 0.246 0.327
- psychological distress

H2 Toxic leadership* 0.088 0.081 0.202 Not
perceived supported

organizational
support—> Psychological
distress

Note: **p<0.01, *p<0.05

The Importance-Performance Map Analysis (IPMA) relevance is supported by Hair et
al. (2017) as it can further clarify and discuss findings on the managerial implications. Table
6 shows the importance (total effects) and performance (index values) used for the IPMA. As
shown in Figure 1, this study plotted the total effects scores and index values in a priority
map. It can be observed that toxic leadership is a significant factor in explaining employee
psychological distress based on higher importance values (0.443) than perceived
organizational support (0.005). However, the performance of toxic leadership is lower than
perceived organizational support. One of the IMPA goals is to identify predecessors with
relatively high importance for the target construct (i.e., those with a robust total effect) and
relatively low performance (i.e., low average latent variable scores). The aspects underlying
these constructs represent potential areas of improvement that may need to receive
significant attention (Figure 1). Overall, to reduce the psychological distress among
employees, the managerial activities should prevent toxic leadership growth in the
organization.

Table 6
IPMA for Psychological distress
Latent construct The total effect of the construct Index values
performance impact (Performance)
(Importance)
Toxic leadership 0.443 34.773
Perceived organizational 0.005 48.233
support
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Figure 2: IPMA (Priority Map) for psychological distress
Key: POS: perceived organizational support, TL: toxic leadership, PD: psychological distress

Discussion

The toxic leadership conceptual framework (Figure 2) has been proposed and developed to
unravel some of the mysteries surrounding the dark side of leadership among academic staff
at a public university in Malaysia. In responses to the phenomenon, this framework extends
by adding psychological distress and perceived organizational support variables
(Organizational Support Theory).

Toxic leadership and psychological distress

This study proposed and examined the outcome of toxic leadership on the psychological
distress of the academic staff. The relationship's investigation has shown that the academic
staff reported on anxiety and depression while working with the toxic leaders. More
specifically, the more leaders have a higher level of toxic leadership with their academic staff,
the more they distress the leaders. This finding agrees with Rafferty and Restubog (2011) and
Asha and Snigdha (2019), who revealed that workers who had experience with toxic leaders
might suffer psychological distress over a certain period. These results provide further
support for the hypothesis that toxic leadership has an adverse outcome on the subordinates'
psychological well-being (Chen & Kao, 2009; Chua & Murray, 2015). Furthermore, Mahlangu
(2014) also points out that educator leaders who seriously abuse power may cause
psychological responses such as fear to the subordinates or parents. Within the particular
context of higher education institutions, Smith and Fredricks (2019) note that when the
leaders are implementing the fear tactics and giving a message that the staff will replaceable,
it adversely impacts employees' psychological distress.

From the above discussion, it is possible to claims that employees with a negative perception
of their toxic leaders are more likely to experience psychological distress because they
probably do not have a better awareness of toxic behaviour, which may not help them in
copping the emotional harm. Furthermore, Richman et al. (1992) noted that unaware of the
toxic behaviour and agenda might cause psychological distress in the long term.

From a theoretical perspective, this research's positive relationship demonstrated
that leaders who engage with malicious behaviour could cause psychological harm to their
followers. One possible explanation was that employee psychological distress issues required
a coping strategy for employees to deal with the emotional situation. For higher education in
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Malaysia, there is strong support from the human resource department, specifically a
counselling department that guides emotional management. Nevertheless, the human
resources department's incompetence in protecting employees emotional dissonance may
build frustration among them. Low frustration resilience is the primary cause of depression
(Seymour & Miller, 2017). Finally, this research supported the above research question by
contributing significant evidence on toxic leadership construct being impacted on
psychological distress.

Moderating effect of perceived organizational support

Perceived organizational support represents recognizing an individual's contribution and well-
being (Eisenberger et al., 1986). Hypothesis two was developed to test the moderating role
of perceived organizational support in the relationship between toxic leadership and
psychological distress. This study found that perceived organizational support has a non-
significant relationship to buffer academic staff psychological distress within the public
university, which contradicts the findings of previous studies (Gaetane et al., 2017; Jui and
Yio, 2018; Li et al., 2016).

One possible explanation for its non-significant is lack of concern towards employees'
welfare (Robaee et al.,2018) by the organization. For this research context, the academic staff
that fails to manage their anxiety and depression effectively may lead to low self-esteem.
Consequently, they find themselves hopeless in preventing a critical psychological situation.
Despite that, if the academic staff believe that the organizations concerning their socio-
emotional needs, it may improve or stimulate their self-esteem by strengthening their
perception of the ability to manage psychological distress. Conversely, unfairness, lack of
supervisor support, and an unattractive reward system (Eisenberger et al., 1986) may develop
a strain in greater intensity. Likewise, Organization Support Theory (Eisenberger et al.,1986)
proposes that when one person entertains another nicely, the reciprocity norm requires the
return of favourable treatment.

According to Lipman-Blumen (2010), toxic leadership is a process in which leaders
possess destructive behaviour, inflict severe and enduring harm on their followers, thus do
not have emotional support during their leadership process. The definition may explain the
insignificant of moderating relationship for the high-perceived organizational support.
Rhoades and Eisenberger (2002) indicated that one of the organizational supports is
supervisor support. Supervisor support is defined as the degree to which employees form
impressions that their superiors care about their well-being, for instance, managing
subordinate emotion (Eisenberger et al., 2001). For this research, the positively perceived
organizational support may not be concerned about managing employees' emotional
exhaustion, but the leaders are more concerned about their destructive agenda.

Although this research is unable to support the previous study on organizational
support, which found that perceived organizational support has a negative relationship with
psychological effect (Kilo & Hassmen, 2016; Kurtessis et al., 2017), there is also research have
revealed a positive relationship on perceived organizational support and psychological strain.
Asgari (2015) found that emotional disturbance was independent or not moderated by the
amount of support received. Kurtessis et al., 2017) also indicate that high-perceived
organizational support is more concerned about work issues and job tasks rather than socio-
emotional needs. Furthermore, Cropanzano and Greenberg (1997) identify that the structural
aspect significantly influences perceived organizational support. In a public university, the
ultimate goals are to build the university's international reputation. Thus, the university
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developed a structural aspect, such as policies that focused more on innovation and research
output (Zafir & Sheikh Muhammad Hizam, 2013). Therefore, high-perceived organizational
support did not improve the academic staff's psychological health. Thus, this study has found
that perceived organizational support has no moderating impact on the relationship between
toxic leadership and psychological distress.

Theoretical implications

This research highlighted the previous findings and led to several important implications for
the Toxic Leadership Theory. First, the toxic leadership literature is expanded through this
research, which examined toxic leadership within the educational context in a non-western
country, specifically in Malaysia. Even though toxic leadership outcomes are unfolded from
western literature, the data should not be generalized to another region such as Malaysia.
Moreover, toxic leadership is a phenomenon that has insufficient attention to employee well-
being studies in higher education in Malaysia. As toxic leadership is vital for the employee
well-being, the factors that can affect the growth of leaders toxicity, and the consequences
are appropriate to be examined.

Secondly, to facilitate holistic research for the toxic leadership phenomenon, this
study has adopted the Toxic Leadership Theory by collaborates the interaction between
behaviour, organizational factors (perceived organizational support and toxic leadership), and
individual factors (psychological distress) in a single research framework. On the other hand,
the integrated framework can deliver a comprehensive understanding of the toxic leadership
phenomenon compared to the standard research models that merely investigate toxic
leaders' characteristics or behaviour. This research's main contribution is the findings that
demonstrate that individual factors (psychological distress) are the most crucial predictor of
toxic leaders' growth compared to the conducive environment, which supports the argument
by Thoroughgood et al. (2012).

Thirdly, most previous studies in Malaysia have focused on constructive leadership's
consequences on mental well-being (Bass, 1985; Brown & Trevino, 2006; Eisenbeiss, 2012;
Fry et al., 2005; Mahoney et al.,2009). In contrast, most destructive leadership studies, such
as toxic leadership, have only been carried out in a small number of areas. Lipman-Blumen
(2005) mentioned that external force plays a vital role in the toxic leadership process, but its
eventual success depends on this dynamic's internal forces. As internal forces are crucial for
the toxic leadership process, the factors that can influence toxic leadership, specifically on
followers' mental well being are appropriate to be examined.

Fourthly, this study also found that toxic leadership could indeed contribute to
employee psychological distress. Green (2014) stated that the research on toxic leadership
and academic well-being is still scarce. Therefore, this research's findings expand to the body
of knowledge to the academic staff psychological distress construct in a public university.
Thus, this study's main highlight is testing toxic leaders' behaviour on academicians'
psychological distress. When identifying toxic leaders' effect on academicians' psychological
distress, it is suitable to look at the consequential destructive leader's behaviour with lasting
damage to others.

Also, as far as it is known that the toxic leadership variable in this research is one of the first
studies in a public university in Malaysia that examine the effect on academician psychological
distress. Hence, the Toxic Leadership Theory application has so far been neglected in
explaining emotional exhaustion among academicians in a public university. Based on the
significant findings on the relationship, without doubt, this research shows the substantial
applicability in Toxic Leadership Theory in explaining a further explanation on the issue of
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employee psychological distress in the workplace. This research also provides additional
support beyond research previously conducted and further understands the outcome of toxic
leaders among academic staff. An essential advantage of this research is its contribution to
our knowledge of employee psychological distress. Broadening the behaviour of toxic
leadership through employees' actual experiences with leader toxicity enables further
research in the manifestation of employee psychological distress and psychological distress
levels among academic staff in a public university in Malaysia.

Finally, this research extended the Toxic Leadership Theory by introducing an
organizational construct, namely perceived organizational support. The most striking result
of the analysis is that perceived organization support did not moderate the relationship
between toxic leadership and psychological distress. In other words, the findings showed that
perceived organizational support, if not efficient, could not lessen the amount of
psychological strain. Perhaps this is the first study empirically attempted to integrate
perceived organizational support in the relationship between toxic leadership and
psychological distress. Thus, it is contributing an opportunity to identify why academicians
still experience emotional disturbance.

Practical contribution

The findings of this study have several important implications for future practice in preventing
toxic leadership in organizations. The organizations can educate the employees by promoting
healthy to be independent who will challenge the toxic leaders and developed a positive
working environment without losing control. Encouraging independence or promoting
healthy should include giving employees the ability to do a specific action related to a toxic
leader's oppression. Providing a wide variety of activities such as build trust in the workers,
grant the employees the right in terms of workplace discrimination, and provide tools for
reporting misconduct behaviour by the leaders.

There are also some strategies for breaking employees' psychological distress because
of toxic leaders' behaviours. Organizations may adopt whistleblower policy as a mechanism
for preventing unethical behaviour in the workplace. This policy could be beneficial for the
victims of any destructive behaviour in the workplace. Indirectly, the victims feel protected
when they disclosed the information and may reduce the emotional burden. Besides that, any
wrongdoings can be valuable to the organization to take quick actions before the reputation
damage. However, the organizations must have an adequate protection policy for individuals
who possess the wrongdoing information. Otherwise, the whistleblowers may suffer a severe
emotional disturbance due to a breakdown of trust.

Another strategy that can be implemented is educating on eliminating or overcoming
anxiety and depression in the workplace. The organization can organize a seminar, forum,
counselling, training, or launching a specific website about mental health conditions and
coping strategy, alerting the employees about the severe impact of psychological distress in
life by creating a simple infographic or brochure for the staff. Get an expert to check the
validity of the content of the brochure for accurate information. Besides readings, face-to-
face sharing may help some other people get the information because each individual has
different ways of learning styles. Thus, organizations can bring in speakers or consultants from
outside of the organization to share depression situations and encourage all the employees
to join the discussion session.

Besides that, the organization should create a social support environment among
workers, such as companionship support. Social support can be done by implementing
effective employee relations by encouraging them to access the more extensive social
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network and have friends within organizations. Nowadays, social support is a practical
approach as it is associated with increased psychological well-being in the workplace. Also, it
plays a vital role in lowering problems related to individual mental health. For this research,
academic staff facing distress time and social support help them reduce their psychological
distress. In contrast, individuals with low social support report more risk of mental health. As
a whole, social support acts as a buffer to keep safe employees from psychological and
physical health.

Methodological Implication

This study has a significant contribution in terms of statistical analysis. This research is among
a very few toxic leadership studies that employ the Structural Equation Modelling —Partial
Least Square (SMART-PLS) method to test the model. By applying SMART-PLS, this research
examined more complex structural equation models with many constructs, such as the
independent, consequences, and moderator variables of toxic leadership. Further, SMART-
PLS is suited for theory development than for theory testing. In short, SMART-PLS not only
provides a prediction among variables, but this method also can handle both reflective and
formative constructs. As this study is considered a complex model with 54 items, the
utilization of SMART-PLS is more appropriate and gives a valuable result on the findings.

Recommendation for future research

This research has developed that a toxic leadership style could predict employees'
psychological distress at public universities in Malaysia. Another variable, such as coping
strategy, can be reviewed further for toxic leadership outcomes. Lipman-Blumen (2005)
pointed out that toxic leaders survive over time and are influenced by toxicity in the
workplace. Toxic leaders stay may appears logical reasons to assume that toxic leaders tend
to act harmful when an organization disregards ethical climate. Thus, future research should
integrate a coping strategy as an essential factor in toxic leadership survival.

From literature, it is noticed that this research could be the first empirical research to
analyze the proposed relationship in a public university in Malaysia, replication of this
research in the future using a sample from other types of the organization could be a valuable
attempt to confirm a vigorous conclusion of the findings. The toxic leadership phenomenon
may vary depending on the types of organization and culture.

Conclusion

The most prominent finding to emerge from this study is examining the relationship between
toxic leadership and psychological distress in Malaysia's public university. Realizing that the
influence of toxic leadership is essential, the study also investigates the moderating effect
between toxic leadership and psychological distress.

Several essential contribution points have identified from this research. Very little
attention was paid to understand toxic leadership beyond the scope of administrative
employees. For examples, most of the earlier work investigated this topic within the university
administrative (Fahie, 2019), nurse (Labrague et al., 2020), human resource, banker and IT
employees. Focusing exclusively on administrative employees potentially limits the
perception of these toxic leadership behaviour. Compared to academic staff, they have
articulated their understanding of leadership style out of their interests and not constrained
by the norms of leaders. They are free to share anything, as the shared opinion does not
belittle their immediate supervisor. Based on the two examples explained above, focusing on
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a different context may, therefore give a comprehensive understanding of the development
of toxic leadership. The purpose of this research is indeed to understand the toxic leadership
process among academic staff in higher education.

Toxic Leadership Theory was established as the primary theoretical underpinning used by all
of the previous works that examined the topic. Due to the restricted constructs used in this
theoretical model to analyze the toxic leadership, this research appeared to combine this
theoretical model with other theory such as Organizational Support Theory (Eisenberger et
al.,1986). Somehow by extending this theoretical model, it can strengthen the explanatory
ability to, recognizing the coping strategy could improve the capacity of the theoretical model
to explain the toxic leadership. Also, the Organizational Support Theory is adopted to predict
employee psychological distress. This theory implies that individual wellbeing is affected by
how the organization cares and values their emotional needs. Without fairness, support from
supervisors and incentives, employees will not be able to see that organization has a strong
emphasis on them.

On that basis, therefore this study indicates that further work is required to extend the
existing model (i.e. toxic leadership theory) so that it can provide more substantial
explanatory power to analyze the toxic leadership among academic staff.
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