i Jelo 3l ool b (g5 o2 Mo Jl8) 5 S8y sl )lislo o QST)A) N3] ):SL? o OV F) el b Shya g eagld (gypeSLS 1 sl 592«"3
AN ) bl s 5 Card szl

ey90 (CC BY-NC 4.0) (2loS b Gollas o] g yiasd g0y dlie oyl Uil Cansl 0diias g 4y lato Alio ! L] Gois colos VE-F 8

ol 43S

S39 038 W0 Uy 31 Sl )5 959 Slo JUSlw g (ST ) (5 g y il iy
il Juls 31 0kl

'Sl Sl el s pmSLS 35l
Opl el e oDl 13T o8zl ¢ gl Als (D93 o e 05 S )

dr.davoodKia@iau.ac.ir :J s stiw 5 Josl

NN

aalllan 1 Pl ol (53,503 5 2l plojlas 3 (Syg0 00 A (slnyls) 2 ST g5 sl las 5 (ST o5 (5 ey 58T (y Bla L g
i 5 SIS slo gy 5 o3l b (o = ) s gy 0 85 el (o tilonr o8 gy 51 5 oS Ui 5 ol
385 TAY 358 e 2 V8 5l sl 65585905 gy 5 0555 Jgnsd 3 oolitel b olyede 5 SIS (el ansly o, el (s i doliu )
VL ol sy g b e slgme Judot (65,0 b dllie YY ()350S g puine dllie V& (5l e Glmngh Il a b Olsesl diges lgie
ST s b o sl b 5 20 il gl paudge dinej 5 (Sl g ALl Copte dilis o8 5508 oe 3l 5Ll g e Sl 0y

lnidly g5 g0 Aol Gimgss (slaaris b olos a5 by Lis SMART-PLS 4 SPSS (sla)lj3la i b lnosls Julos 8,5 )38 anli 3590 < ADY $lig,S
Sy 2 S5l 500 Sl 5isgd b 5 (T=FITAY o SYAS po g 3) (nSTy05 Sy 2 G901 2o Sl i, ylaline g e 1315 51 ST
o X5 0= e g y5) Sl e 56 (590 0 1 Syl 2 S5l S gy (sl Lo (pizran g2 (TN /ADY 0 AY o= s p0) (55T 2
o9t 25 (1ol (alS g Sleslas (sl i Lo S5 oS A o s b5 28 0B 1y et ol (2o 2 (FIVEY) Uigs cigol 5 (T=F/EN
Sy S 29180 9 SIS 500 sloylis Lo Mol gz )3 (St g ol lase (gl bl ol Al S50 (1ST,05 s ey 1818 )5 Wlgi e

210 5,8

sl Yok 03,550 5 3l lojlo spgops A slo)lis) « iS00 slaylislo (3u5Tia) (e 1315 39S

VoY e ¥ byl G0
V¥ Cutigud) VY 16,050 b
V¥ Gyl VA s pdy o)l

VP ob B Yol &b


http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc/4.0
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc/4.0

How to cite: Kiakojouri, D., & Charyani Zanjani, Y. (2025). Investigating the Impact of Toxic Leadership and Bureaucratic Structures on
Counterproductive Behavior Using a Mixed-Methods Approach. Training, Education, and Sustainable Development, 3(1), 1-15.

@. AT © 2025 the authors. This is an open access article under the terms of the Creative Commons Attribution-NonCommercial
4.0 International (CC BY-NC 4.0) License.

Investigating the Impact of Toxic Leadership and Bureaucratic Structures on
Counterproductive Behavior Using a Mixed-Methods Approach

Davood Kiakojouri**, Yasaman Charyani Zanjani*
1. Department of Public Administration, Cha.C., Islamic Azad University, Chalus, Iran

*Corresponding Author’s Email: dr.davoodkia@iau.ac.ir

Abstract

This study was conducted to examine the impact of toxic leadership and bureaucratic structures on counterproductive
behaviors within the Ports and Maritime Organization of Iran. The research is classified as applied research and,
methodologically, is a descriptive-survey study implemented using a mixed-methods approach (qualitative-quantitative)
through library and field methods (researcher-made questionnaire). The population consisted of employees and managers,
with 384 individuals selected as the sample from 19 significant ports across the country using Cochran's formula and cluster
sampling. The research instrument was developed after reviewing 76 valid articles and coding 32 of them through textual
content analysis. Its validity was confirmed by 16 experts, comprising managers and professors from major ports with
management experience and publications in the field. The reliability of the questionnaire was established with a Cronbach's
alpha coefficient of 0.852. Data analysis, conducted using SPSS and SMART-PLS software, confirmed all research
hypotheses. The findings revealed a significant positive impact of counterproductive behaviors on toxic leadership (path
coefficient = 0.638, T = 6.387) and a stronger impact of bureaucratic structures on toxic leadership (path coefficient = 0.830,
T = 10.852). Additionally, bureaucratic structures positively influenced counterproductive behaviors (path coefficient =
0.460, T = 4.611), with the Sobel test (4.244) confirming the mediating role of this variable. The results indicate that
improving organizational structures and reducing counterproductive behaviors can effectively mitigate toxic leadership.
These findings are applicable to port and shipping managers for reforming bureaucratic structures and enhancing leadership
styles.

Keywords: Toxic leadership, Bureaucratic structures, Counterproductive behaviors, Ports and Maritime Organization,
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

Toxic leadership has emerged as a critical concern in organizational behavior research, given its detrimental
effects on employees’ psychological well-being, work performance, and organizational outcomes (Lipman-
Blumen, 2018; Sabino et al., 2024). Defined as a persistent pattern of destructive behaviors—ranging from
abusive supervision and authoritarianism to narcissism and unpredictability—this leadership style fosters an
environment of fear, mistrust, and demotivation among subordinates (Hadavinejad & Kalvandi, 2016; Khalili,
2018). Existing literature highlights that toxic leaders often suppress dissenting voices, isolate or punish
critical employees, and prioritize personal gain over organizational welfare, ultimately encouraging
counterproductive work behaviors (CWBs) (Abugabel, 2023; Ahmed et al., 2024).

Counterproductive work behaviors encompass voluntary acts that violate organizational norms and threaten
the organization’s effectiveness, such as property damage, theft, absenteeism, time-wasting, and interpersonal
deviance (Fan et al., 2023; Shao et al., 2023). Prior research demonstrates that CWBs can be triggered by
perceived injustice, emotional exhaustion, and psychological contract violations (Paciello et al., 2022; Sirbu
et al., 2023). Toxic leadership exacerbates these conditions by creating a hostile and stressful workplace
environment (Manaa et al., 2022; Murat et al., 2021). In this context, employees may resort to retaliatory or
disengaged behaviors, further undermining organizational productivity.

Another structural dimension influencing both leadership styles and CWBs is bureaucratic organizational
structures. Characterized by formal rules, rigid procedures, hierarchical authority, and specialized roles,
bureaucratic structures can enhance stability and accountability (Klahn Acuna & Male, 2022; Kurtulmus,
2020). However, excessive bureaucracy can reduce flexibility, stifle innovation, and contribute to employee
dissatisfaction (Ghasempour & Viseh, 2020; Zare & Sepahvand, 2019). In such environments, toxic leaders
may thrive, using the rigid system to consolidate power and limit transparency (Rahmani & Ghanbari, 2022;
Rahmani & Ghanbari, 2024). Empirical evidence suggests that bureaucratic constraints not only directly
promote CWBs but also strengthen the negative influence of toxic leadership on employees (Shao et al., 2023;
Zheng et al., 2023).
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Recent studies have explored the interplay between these factors in various organizational settings. For
example, (Ahmed et al., 2024) identified a positive link between toxic leadership, workplace deviance, and
organizational cynicism, with emotional exhaustion as a mediator. (Abugabel, 2023) demonstrated that
organizational anomie mediates the toxic leadership—CWB relationship, indicating that weakened norms
amplify toxic effects. In the Iranian public sector, (Beni Sheikh Al-Islami & Kiakajouri, 2023, 2024; Beni
Sheikh Al-Islami et al., 2023) emphasized that both individual-level toxic behaviors and structural
inefficiencies must be addressed to reduce destructive outcomes. Despite this body of research, few studies
have examined the mediating role of bureaucratic structures between toxic leadership and CWBs, especially
in strategic sectors such as ports and maritime organizations where hierarchical complexity and operational
rigidity are prevalent (Balouchi, 2024).

This study addresses this gap by investigating the direct and indirect effects of toxic leadership and bureaucratic G
structures on counterproductive work behaviors within the Ports and Maritime Organization of Iran.
Specifically, it examines whether bureaucratic structures mediate the relationship between toxic leadership and

CWBs, offering both theoretical and practical contributions to leadership and organizational structure
literature.

Methods and Materials

This applied research employed a descriptive—survey design using a mixed-methods approach (qualitative—
quantitative). The statistical population comprised employees and managers of the Ports and Maritime
Organization across 19 major Iranian ports. Based on Cochran’s formula and cluster sampling, 384 participants

were selected. In the qualitative phase, a researcher-made questionnaire was developed after reviewing 76
academic articles and coding 32 using textual content analysis. Content validity was confirmed by 16 experts,
including experienced port managers and academics specializing in maritime management. Reliability was
established with a Cronbach’s alpha coefficient of 0.852. Data analysis was performed using SPSS and
SMART-PLS software. The structural equation modeling (SEM) technique was used to test the research
hypotheses and assess the mediating role of bureaucratic structures.

Findings

Descriptive statistics revealed relatively high mean scores across toxic leadership dimensions, including

abusive leadership, authoritarianism, narcissism, ambition, and unpredictability, as well as in CWB dimensions

such as harmful work acts and unethical acts. The findings showed that toxic leadership had a significant

positive effect on CWBs (path coefficient = 0.638, T = 6.378), confirming the first hypothesis. Bureaucratic
structures also had a strong positive effect on toxic leadership (path coefficient =0.830, T = 10.852), supporting

the second hypothesis. Additionally, bureaucratic structures significantly and positively influenced CWBs

(path coefficient = 0.460, T = 4.611), validating the third hypothesis. The Sobel test (T = 4.244) confirmed the
mediating role of bureaucratic structures in the relationship between toxic leadership and CWBs, supporting

the fourth hypothesis.

Discussion and Conclusion

The results confirm that toxic leadership is a significant predictor of counterproductive work behaviors,
consistent with prior studies showing that destructive leadership styles increase deviant workplace acts
(Abugabel, 2023; Ahmed et al., 2024; Manaa et al., 2022). The observed path coefficient was higher than

in some earlier studies, possibly due to the unique hierarchical and operational characteristics of the port and
maritime sector, where stringent procedures and high operational stakes may magnify the adverse effects of

toxic leadership.

The strong positive relationship between bureaucratic structures and toxic leadership aligns with research
indicating that rigid organizational systems can enable and perpetuate destructive leadership behaviors (Klahn
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Acuna & Male, 2022; Zare & Sepahvand, 2019). Excessive formalization and centralized decision-making
may allow toxic leaders to exploit systemic rigidity, limit transparency, and suppress employee voice.

The direct effect of bureaucratic structures on CWBs supports findings that administrative rigidity can
demotivate employees and foster disengagement or retaliatory actions (Shao et al., 2023; Zheng et al., 2023).
Such structures, by constraining autonomy and creativity, may contribute to a climate where employees are
more inclined toward counterproductive acts.

The mediating role of bureaucratic structures emphasizes that toxic leadership affects CWBs not only directly
but also indirectly through reinforcing rigid, inefficient organizational systems. This dual pathway highlights
the need for integrated interventions targeting both leadership behavior and structural reforms.

From a managerial perspective, these findings underscore the importance of leadership development programs
promoting transformational and supportive leadership styles (Paciello et al., 2022), alongside organizational
redesign efforts aimed at streamlining bureaucratic processes. Reducing hierarchical layers, promoting
participatory decision-making, and fostering open communication channels could mitigate both the prevalence
of toxic leadership and the incidence of CWBs.

In conclusion, this study contributes to the literature by empirically validating the mediating role of
bureaucratic structures in the toxic leadership—CWB relationship within a strategic and structurally complex
industry. It suggests that tackling toxic leadership in isolation may be insufficient; instead, a dual focus on
leadership transformation and structural optimization is essential to enhance organizational performance and
employee well-being.
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