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1. Introduction

The purpose of this introductory chapter is to define and integrate previous research on nega-

tive organizational structures and destructive leadership in order to understand how nega-

tive organizational features can be framing factors for negative leadership behavior. This is 
a necessary theoretical grip in order to fully understand the dark sides of organizational and 
individual behavior at the workplace in general.

Negative aspects of organizational structures have been previously studied in the area of 
management and organizational behavior and slightly within the area of destructive leader-

ship [1–5]. However, the focus has primarily been either on the individual level or on the 
structures within the organization. For example, there are studies of the impact of adverse 
working conditions in terms of health [6] and job satisfaction [7]. Other studies focusing on 
individual organizational members suggest that organizational dysfunction is the result of 
dysfunctional individual behavior as shown in organizational settings [8]. Besides the impact 
of the individual on organizational challenges, the other widely studied aspect in relation 
to dysfunctional organizational aspects is organizational culture [9]. This is essentially an 
endogenous explanation. Researchers draw similarities between dysfunctional organizations 
and dysfunctional individuals arguing that culture is a pivotal factor in how organizations 
function internally. Similarly, organizational culture is seen in many studies as that which cre-

ates or destroys an organization [8]. Despite such interest and attempts to understand organi-
zational culture and its role in managing organizational challenges, we still know little about 
the processes that spur dysfunctional organizational behavior—the exogenous factors—and 
how it affects individuals within the organization.
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Previous studies have primarily focused on the leader’s impact on the ability of follower’s 
acceptance of organizational change and management of organizational challenges [10]. Other 
researchers [11] suggest that leaders need to take a bigger responsibility and assume the role 
of chief architect of the organizational change process. But one question that remains is how 
organizational dark sides interplay with destructive leadership. First, we will provide a short 
presentation of organizational dark sides followed by definitions of destructive leadership.

2. Dark sides of the organizational behavior

Previous organizational studies have for decades focused on anorexic, narcissistic, and greedy 
organizations in order to explain organizational effectiveness and/or the well-being of the 
organizational members. Narcissistic organizations are characterized by many destructive 
behaviors denying facts about themselves or using propaganda campaigns. Organizations, just 
as humans, are able to develop justifications for their actions, to self-aggrandize by claiming 
their exclusivity, and so on. In anorexic organizations, staffing and material resources are kept 
to a minimum, and in greedy organizations, greater demands are made on individual stress 
coping, emotion management, competence, long working hours, constant availability, fixed-
term employment contracts, and higher commitment. The common denominator for all three 
organizational dark sides is that organizations put high demands but offer their organizational 
members less in return. This can not only be a result of poor decision-making and destructive 
leadership but also as a consequence of political decisions, uncertainty, and insecurity outside 
the organization, bad organizational culture, and less transparency (see more information in 
[12]). Sometimes, negative organizational characteristics tend to be confused with destructive 
leadership behavior, as it is easier to look for scapegoats among individuals then for structural 
problems which may be the antecedents for negative organizational behavior. To avoid further 
confusion, we will provide contemporary definitions of destructive leadership.

3. Destructive leadership

There are several proposed definitions of destructive leadership. One of the first established 
definitions of destructive leadership was suggested by Einarsen and colleagues [3, 13]. They 
state that destructive leadership could be defined as “the systematic and repeated behaviour 
by a leader, supervisor or manager that violates the legitimate interest of the organisation by 
undermining and/or sabotaging the organisation’s goals, tasks, resources, and effectiveness 
and/or the motivation, well-being or job satisfaction of subordinates” ([3], p. 208). The defini-
tion was later developed by Krasikova, Green, and LeBreton [14] suggesting that destruc-

tive leadership should be regarded as harmful behavior imbedded in the process of leading 
(and by excluding behaviors falling under counterproductive work behavior), distinguishing 
between encouraging subordinates to follow destructive goals and using destructive methods 
to influence with subordinates, and by viewing destructive leadership as volitional behavior. 
Schyns and Schilling [15] proposed another definition arguing that destructive leadership is “a 
process in which over a longer period of time the activities, experiences and/or relationships 
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of an individual or the members of a group are repeatedly influenced by their supervisor 
in a way that is perceived as hostile and/or obstructive” ([15], p. 141). As noticed, there is a 
disagreement about whether or not intent should be regarded when it comes to destructive 
leadership. Does the leader need to have a negative intent in order for the behavior to be per-

ceived as destructive? Several researchers argue that the intent is of less importance. Rather, 
it is the consequences of the behavior that matter [16–18].

Another issue dividing the research field is whether passive leadership behaviors should 
be regarded as destructive. Some debate that a concept should not be defined by its conse-

quences and that passive behaviors are ineffective, not destructive. Others call to attention the 
negative consequences of passive behaviors and, in the light of the view that intent is of less 
importance, argue that it is a form of destructive leadership; see, for example, [16, 18].

What are the underlying factors to why leaders engage in destructive leadership behaviors? 
For some leaders, the answers can be found in negative personality traits (e.g., narcissism 
or psychopathy). In other cases, stress and heavy workload have been suggested to be the 
reasons [16]. Therefore, leaders working in anorexic or greedy organizations may more often 
use destructive leadership behaviors. It has also been argued that organizational structures 
and norms can be the cause of destructive leadership. In these cases, the leader may not be 
prone to use destructive behaviors but the behaviors are rather a consequence of organiza-

tional structures, etc. It can be assumed that the occurrence of destructive leadership is more 
common in some organizations than in others. Research indicates that co-workers in hierar-

chical organizations (like the armed forces) have a more negative view of the organization if 
their immediate leader is a destructive leader. This is related to the leader’s behavior being 
perceived to be sanctioned from higher leaders [15]. Research also suggests that destructive 
leadership is more common in organizations that are characterized by structural and orga-

nizational instability [19, 20], insecurity/perceived risk [21], and great freedom of action; in 
organizations with limited control mechanisms and high growth; and in rapidly transform-

ing industries [22]. Organizations without established ethical norms and guidelines are also 
pinpointed as contributing to destructive leadership behaviors. In the light of these sugges-

tions, it appears as organizational structures may be a contributing cause to why leaders use 
destructive leadership behaviors.

As shown above, there appear to be several relationships between organizational behavior 
and destructive leadership behaviors. However, the characteristics of these relationships 
needs more research. Do organizations “create” destructive leaders or do destructive leaders 
contribute to destructive organizations?
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