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Abstract- The aim of this research is to explore concepts of toxic leadership in public universities in Malaysia. It will explore 
the effects of a toxic leadership on academicians, characteristics of a toxic leader and culture that may encourage toxic 
leadership. A sample size for this research is 17 participants for interview and 150 respondents for questionnaire were 
selected  among Senior Lecturers and Associate Professors. The results showed that toxicity leader in university can cause 
emotional disturbance, reduce their performance and create employee anti-social behavior.  While they believed that culture 
such as permissive environment and hierarchal structure encourage a toxic development and have a greatest influence on 
toxicity determination in university. These findings will give an overall picture how to identify the existence of toxic 
leadership and its affect in higher education in Malaysia. Finally, this research will contribute to the literature on leadership 
and extend the literature about the effect of toxic leadership in higher education institutions.   
 
Index terms- Higher education institutions, leadership, toxic leadership, public universities, organizational culture, middle 
manager, Malaysia. 
 
I. INTRODUCTION 
 
A major part of the government’s strategy to develop 
the economy in Malaysia relies on a dynamic 
education sector. In order to develop dynamism in the 
education sector, it is critical to have competent 
leaders who can contribute to the society and deal with 
the impeding changes. These goals would definitely 
benefit the society but it may also create challenges 
particularly to the higher education institutions. 
Henceforth, leadership in Malaysia’s higher education 
institutions is now considered as a critical success 
factor for universities (Abu Bakar, 2014). However, 
the selection of academic leaders is subjected to many 
problems due to the lack of eligible candidates that 
many administrative positions are filled by those who 
are not sufficiently prepared for the challenging tasks 
(Abu Bakar, 2014).  
Due to the rapid changes and growth in the education 
sector, there is a crisis in the Malaysia’s university 
leadership because of the presence of toxic leadership 
in its public universities (Morshidi, 2012). Toxic 
leadership refers to a leader who is engaged in 
seriously destructive behaviors and who exhibits 
dysfunctional personal qualities (Lipman, 2005). 
Toxic leadership harms not only the people but the 
organizations as well (Darrell, 2012). Lipman (2005) 
describes toxic leaders as those who violate, 
manipulate, mistreat and disregard others, as well as 
lacking in integrity, being arrogant and cowardice. In 
fact, the occurrence of toxic leadership in public 
universities is an important consideration by the top 
management (Einarsen & Raknes, 1997. Research 
shows that 68.9% cases of abusive supervision in 
public organization have been identified (Dzurizah, 
2006).  

 
Abuse is one of the characteristics of toxic leadership. 
Further, Nilufar et al. (2009) revealed that leadership 
has an impact on employee turnover in public 
universities in Malaysia. The existence of toxic 
leadership is not recognized among the leaders 
themselves. Therefore, a leader should be given 
knowledge about the characteristics, traits and 
behaviors associated with toxic leadership (Reed & 
Bullis, 2009). With the highest percentage of a 
leader’s misconduct, research on identifying the 
unique characteristics, traits and behavior that 
associates with toxic leadership is needed for public 
universities in Malaysia (Raimonda,2015).  
The general problem to be addressed in this study is 
that top management leaders in public universities in 
Malaysia are putting an effort to reduce the occurrence 
of toxic leadership and restrain toxic leaders but the 
understanding of characteristics, effect and culture of 
toxic leadership is not sufficiently operationalized 
among the leaders. To understand the toxic leadership, 
researchers must first form an operational definition 
of toxic leadership (Gilbert et al., 2011). Although 
there are some scientific studies on toxic leadership, 
further study needs to be done in understanding the 
characteristics, behaviors and effect of toxic 
leadership among leaders in public universities in 
Malaysia. Therefore, the research questions of this 
study are as follows: 

1. What are the characteristics of a toxic leadership 
in public universities in Malaysia? 

2.  What are the effects of a toxic leadership on 
academicians in public universities in Malaysia? 

3. What types of organizational culture that may 
encourage toxic leadership in public universities 
in Malaysia?   
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II. METHODOLOGY 
 
A qualitative and quantitative approach will be 
implemented for this study. For the qualitative part, 
the semi-structured interviews will be used.  An 
interview protocol with a set of open-ended questions 
will be used. While for the quantitative part, a 
questionnaire will be developed. All the answers given 
by the participants during the interviews will be used 
to develop a questionnaire. The development of 
questionnaire could lead to better instruments for a 
sample or population (Creswell, 2014) as this research 
has a large number of sample. The target population 
was academicians at public university in Malaysia. 
For this study, the sampling frame will be the list of 
Senior Lecturers and Associate Professor with ten 
years working experience with the faculty. A sample 
size for this research is 17 participants for interview 
and 150 respondents for questionnaire. For 
qualitative, data coding and categorization will be 
used. For quantitative, consensus in this study was 
achieved when 80% of respondents indicated a four or 
higher on a 5 Likert-type scale (Hsu & Sandford, 
2007).   
 
III. FINDINGS 
 
Round I: Scale development 
For this section, it presents the content analysis and 
thematic coding from the interview questions. 17 
participants responded to the interview questions. The 
resulting descriptors focused on the academician 
perceptions about: (a) the effect of toxic leadership 
may have on academicians (b) the characteristics of 
toxic leaders, and (c) the university culture that may 
encourage toxic leadership. 17 participants responded 
to the questions and submitted 64 descriptors to the 
four open-ended questions. Responses to the first 
survey phase were reviewed for duplicate statements. 
Duplicate statements were removed and 64 responses 
remained. There were three phases for theme 
development. First, a list of survey responses was 
reviewed for each question and the descriptors were 
grouped together according to meaning and content. 
Secondly, a theme was created for each group of 
descriptors. Finally, ten themes were developed. 
 
Emerging themes for effects of toxic leadership 
There appeared to be evidence to support three 
emerging themes related to the effects of toxic leaders 
may have on academicians: (a) Reduce Performance, 
(b) Employee Antisocial Behaviors, and (c) Emotional 
disturbance.  
 
Reduced Performance 

Participants submitted four descriptors that were 
coded as representing the reduction of the career 

development. The participants stated that a toxic 
leader may reduce their productivity of publication, 
less creative, destroy the intellectual freedom and 
decreased work quality. The four descriptors coded as 
indicating reduced individual performance represent 
36.37% and 6.25% of the 64 descriptors provided by 
participants. Basically, higher education leaders are 
prominently selected based on their character and 
intellectual. Their presence is important to support 
university mission and provide an insight to their 
employees. Unfortunately if the leader has inability to 
moderate their leadership style, it may give an impact 
to the university and employees performance. 
Research done by Reed (2004) stated that toxic leader 
can be examined by looking at the cumulative effect of 
de-motivational behavior on morale and climate over 
time. Findings confirmed the literature that toxic 
leadership will affect the subordinate’s performance 
(Tran, et al., 2013). Other studies also found that toxic 
leaders have a significance relating to job satisfaction 
(Tepper, 2000 and Tepper et al., 2004). However, in 
certain circumstances, some employees considered the 
hard tactics used by leaders enable their performance 
to become more efficient. They viewed it as a 
challenge.  

 
Employee anti-social behavior 
Participants submitted four descriptors that were 
related to antisocial behavior. The participants 
mentioned that toxic leadership can develop their 
negative behaviors. They stated that toxic leader may 
encourage their negative perception towards dean, 
strain employee-boss relationship and 
employee-employee relationship an perceived dean as 
a racist . The four descriptors coded as employee 
anti-social represent 36.37% and 6.25% of the 64 
descriptors provided by participants. The changes of 
employee’s behavior may affect the organization 
performance. It happens when employees feel the 
organization does not know their needs and does not 
encourage their participation in decision making 
process. Research done by Olafsson and 
Johannsdottir, (2004) find that a toxic leader has an 
effect on the employee morale. To initiate employee’s 
positive behavior, a leader participative nature such as 
consultation, joint decision making and delegation of 
task (Yulk, 2002) should be implemented. Employees 
involvement in accomplishing organization goals can 
make them feel useful and being appreciated.  
Similarly, Frischer  (1993)  found  that  when a leader  
gave  authority  to their subordinates and provided 
them with a sense of responsibility, subordinates were 
aware of a positive climate. However, there are a 
number of leadership styles that can influence positive 
employee behaviors. Transactional leadership focuses 
on supervision where the leaders motivated their 
employees by reward system. Positive reinforcement 



International Journal of Management and Applied Science, ISSN: 2394-7926                                                      Volume-3, Issue-6, Jun.-2017 
http://iraj.in 

Leaders Behaving Badly: Constructing a Toxic Leadership for Public University Leaders 
 

77 

from employers will make the employees feel 
appreciated. To that, they will feel more enthusiastic 
towards their job. Findings confirmed that toxic leader 
in higher education affect an academician’s 
anti-social behavior. 

 
Emotional disturbance 
Participants submitted three descriptors that were 
coded as representing emotional disturbance. 
Academicians feel demotivated, frustrated, and angry 
when their ideas were not taken into account. They 
were unhappy, had depression, fear and felt threatened 
and lost hope with toxic leader. The three descriptors 
coded as emotional disturbance represent 27.27% and 
4.69% of the 64 descriptors provided by participants. 
Many studies have been done about the relationship 
between leadership and emotional impact. Leaders 
who are aware of emotions will motivate employees to 
work more efficiently (Grossman, 2000). In, 
psychology, emotions play a vital role to boost work 
enthusiasm. Employees who lose enthusiasm for work 
may have an impact on their performance (Manion, 
2000). For transformational leadership, the leaders 
apply on emotion approach to persuade their followers 
to engage in positive thinking (Ashkanasy and Tse, 
2000). However, some organizations have a leader 
who has a toxic leadership style. Lipman-Blumen 
(2005) stated that leadership toxicity can demonstrate 
direct impact on emotional stability. Emotional 
instability can cause stress (Birgit, 2013), social stress 
(Leymann and Gustafsson, 1996; Wilson, 1991) and 
psychosomatic effects which can decrease well-being 
and job performance. Findings confirmed that toxic 
leadership may give an effect on emotional 
disturbance. 

 
Emerging themes identified for characteristics. 

 
Authoritarian, Abusive Supervision, Maladaptive 
The participants provided 18 descriptors that were 
coded as representing authoritarian, abusive, and 
maladaptive. Two descriptors coded as authoritarian 
(11.11%), four descriptors of abusive (22.22%) and 
twelve descriptors of maladaptive (66.67%). 
Authoritarian is one of the characteristics that is 
related to toxic leadership (Andrew, 2008). According 
to the literature, toxic leaders are self-centered, 
egotistical, and use power to promote self-image 
(Goldman, 2006; Judge, 2010). Lewin (1935) suggests 
that authoritarian or autocratic leaders tend to over 
control by outlining what needs to be accomplished, 
when it should be accomplished, and how it should be 
done. The findings confirmed the literature and 
participants agree that toxic leaders jump into 
conclusion and favoritism.Abusive supervision is the 
negative behavior of leaders to subordinates (Tepper, 
2000). An organization that allows misuse of power 

such as to humiliate, bully and mistreat employees 
encourages abusive supervision (Tepper, 2000; Yulk, 
2002). Basically, university leadership has been 
identified as transformational leadership because the 
higher education environment encourages changes for 
improvement. However, abusive leadership still exists 
in the academic world. The findings confirm the 
literature that toxic leaders in university tend to be 
bias during performance evaluation, feel powerful, 
bullying and practice racism.Maladaptive is also 
known as socially incompetent behavior. Harpur et al., 
(1989) describes socially incompetent behavior, such 
as sensation seeking, parasitic lifestyle, poor 
behavioral controls, impulsivity, and a lack of realistic 
plans for the future. Findings from the academicians, 
toxic leaders exhibit closed mindedness during 
meeting, feel threatened, judgmental, unprofessional, 
irresponsible, uncollaborated, un-humanistic, 
non-neutral, insincere, did not know about their staff, 
have no stand and are skeptical.  Thus, Gustafson and 
Ritzer (1995) have examined toxic leaders’ lack of 
empathy and lack of guilt. 
 
Tyranny 
Participants responded 15 descriptors that were coded 
as tyranny. Participants stated that toxic leaders 
behave unfairly during staff performance evaluation, 
emotional during performance evaluation, terminate 
staff contract, talking bad about staff to others, create 
unhealthy working environment, destroy staff career 
development, force the staff to do the work that is not 
their specialization, always highlighting staff mistake 
and scrutinize staff attendance. Fifteen descriptors 
coded as tyranny represent 78.95% and 23.44% of the 
64 descriptors provided by participants. Ashforth 
(1994) as a description of tyranny leaders who lord 
their powers over subordinates, by 
self-aggrandizement, belittling subordinates, 
behaving in arbitrary ways, showing non-contingent 
punishment, discouraging initiative, and showing a 
lack of consideration. Barling et al. (2009) also  
describe trait anger support the notion of personality 
as a tyranny. Tyranny seems that leaders who used 
their power negatively to control the situation. They 
used the power to restrict an employee’s career and 
individual attack. This happen when the leaders feel 
threaten by others. Tyranny from the eyes of 
academicians is referring to the leader who is 
frequently monitoring the staff movement and 
scrutinizes staff attendance. They feel no freedom in a 
workplace. However, Offerman (2004) argued that 
although toxic leadership creates negative outcomes 
for organizations, some individuals perceive it as a 
push factor for triumph.  
Narcissism 
Participants provided four descriptors that were coded 
as narcissism. Four descriptors coded as narcissisms 
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represent 21.05% and 6.25% of the 64 descriptors 
provided by participants. Narcissism at workplace has 
become more popular nowadays (Babiak & Hare, 
2006; Conger, 1990; Conger & Kanungo, 1998). 
Much literature shows that narcissism have a 
significant relationship with leadership (Hwee and 
Giles, 2007; Brian et al, 2013; Paul, 2009; Sampo et 
al. 2006). As many authors have observed, narcissism 
can cause not only the positive attributes, but negative 
attributes as well. Narcissism is referring to a person 
who possesses a severe love of self, a grandiose sense 
of self-importance, and a powerful sense of 
entitlement (Duchon & Burns, 2008). Academicians 
classified their boss as narcissism according to 
behaviors such as did not give a chance to the staff, 
trying to be nice for personal interest, not open to 
others view, does not  bother about organization and 
cannot manage the faculty. 

 
Emerging themes identified for culture. 

 
Permissive environment 
Participants responded eight descriptors that were 
coded as permissive environment. Eight descriptors 
coded as permissive environment represent 50% and 
12.5% of the 64 descriptors provided by participants. 
The toxic environment is instability, a perceived level 
of threat, disregard for cultural and ethical values and 
an absence of checks and balances within 
organizational policies (Padilla et al., 2007). 
Environments which tolerate toxic leadership, allows 
a leader to develop a negative behavior. Academicians 
indicated that the top management tolerated and 
defended toxic leader’s activities. To that, employees 
might think that the organization has failed to protect 
them (Burris et al., 2008). The findings also stated 
that, when the staff reported to the top management 
about the toxic leader, they were ignore and no action 
taken from the complaints. Moreover, the top 
management was also siding the dean toxicity. This 
will allow the entire organization to become toxic. The 
occurrence of toxic leaders in complex organizations 
would seem to be an important consideration for the 
top management (Einarsen and Raknes, 1997).  

 
Hierarchical structure 
Participants provided eight descriptors that were 
coded as hierarchical structure. Eight descriptors 
coded as hierarchical structure represent 50% and 
12.65% of the descriptors provided by participants. In 
university, it is clearly stated about the leader roles and 
responsibilities. Top management function is to plan, 
organize, lead and control. While implementing their 
roles, sometimes the power or authority they possess 
has been misused. Academicians stated that lack of 
democratic participation may lead to toxic leadership. 
Employees always seek that issues arisen be solved 

collectively. However, the leaders did not encourage 
employee’s participation in decision making process.  
Academicians also agreed that there are 
individualistic cultures, birocracy, bias in decision 
making and that the staff will be blacklisted if 
complaining about their dean and no specific channel 
for staff to make complaints about the toxic leader.  

 
Round II: Questionaire 
100 participants who were involved in Round II.  
Nominal data that has been collected from Round I 
was converted to ordinal data using five Likert’s Scale 
which is strongly agree, agree, neutral, disagree and 
strongly disagree. Data was analyzed using IBM SPSS 
statistic 22 to identify responses that achieved the 
consensus standard of 80% of participants rating the 
descriptor as strongly agree or agree (Hsu & Sandford, 
2007). The questions include the effect, characteristic, 
behavior and culture that encourage toxic leadership. 
Findings revealed that 64 descriptors (100%) rated by 
Round II participants achieved the consensus standard 
of 80% of rating it as strongly agree or agree, and  no 
descriptors failed to achieved the consensus standard.  
While 36 descriptors achieved 100% consensus 
during Round II. No themes were added and removed 
during Round II, suggesting stability (Holey, Feeley, 
Dixon & Whittaker, 2007).  
 
CONCLUSION 
 
To understand the issues surrounding toxic 
leadership, first and foremost an operational 
definition of toxic leadership needs defining. In public 
universities in Malaysia, there is no specific 
explanation about the effects of toxic leaders, 
characteristics, and culture that encourage toxic 
leadership. Thus, this work explores the perceptions of 
academicians about their experiences of toxic 
leadership. Public universities are led by the persons 
who have intellectual abilities but amazingly, toxic 
leadership still exists in this organization.  
The theme found in this research provides fruitful 
information for public universities in highlighting the 
issues of toxic leadership. These findings give an 
overall picture on how to identify the existence of toxic 
leaders in public universities. The emerging theme 
can be used as a basic for leadership training, 
employee rights and management interventions. It 
will be beneficial to the higher education institutions 
to be aware of the consequences of leadership toxicity.  
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