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ABSTRACT
Since the turn of the millennium, a growing academic interest has emerged regarding the dark side of
leadership, both in general and specific contexts. Characteristics of military organisations may either reduce
or exaggerate the prevalence and impact of destructive leadership. It is therefore pertinent to explore
antecedents and outcomes of destructive leadership in the military context as compared to other settings.
Here, we systematically reviewed the current literature and performed a meta-analysis of destructive forms
of leadership in a military context. The reviewed studies (K = 27) primarily employed context-free instru-
ments, applied cross-sectional designs, and examined outcomes of destructive leadership. Both active (e.g.,
abusive supervision) and passive (e.g., laissez-faire) forms of destructive leadership were examined in the
meta-analysis (K = 22, N = 10,716). The mean correlation to performance, attitude, health, and well-being
was −.29 for active destructive leadership, −.29 for passive forms of destructive leadership and, in compar-
ison, .32 for constructive and effective forms of leadership. Our findings demonstrate that passive and active
forms of destructive leadership in a military context may contribute equally to detrimental outcomes, and
that successful strategies to prevent and handle consequences of destructive leadership must address both
forms of unwanted leadership behaviour.
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Research in the field of leadership has traditionally been dedi-
cated to the study of leadership styles and practises that increase
effectiveness and productivity as well as employee motivation,
commitment and well-being, among other factors (Day, Fleenor,
Atwater, Sturm, & McKee, 2014; Yukl, 2013). However, since the
early 1990´s, and especially since the turn of the millennium, an
interest has emerged in exploring the potential negative and
destructive aspects of leadership behaviour and practises
(Mackey, Frieder, Brees, & Martinko, 2017; Schyns & Schilling,
2013; Tepper, 2007; Tepper, Simon, & Park, 2017; US Army,
2012; Zhang & Liao, 2015). The potential negative outcomes of
destructive leadership behaviour are documented as severe and
have been found to exert detrimental effects at both the orga-
nisational and individual levels (Mackey et al., 2017; Schyns &
Schilling, 2013; Skogstad, Nielsen, & Einarsen, 2017; Zhang & Liao,
2015). Impacts of destructive leadership also extend to the gen-
eral society, including reduced performance, accidents and
expulsion from working life (Tepper, 2007).

While most research to date has been conducted in private
and public non-military organisations, a growing interest in
the dark side of leadership within military contexts has also
developed (Fors Brandebo, Nilsson, & Larsson, 2016; Gallus,
Walsh, van Driel, Gouge, & Antolic, 2013). Several recent gen-
eral reviews and meta-analyses of abusive supervision and
other forms of destructive leadership have stressed the impor-
tance of examining such leadership practises in the military.
Tepper (2007) emphasised the importance of examining the

particular vulnerability of specific industries to the occurrence
of abusive behaviour, using the military as an example of
a type of organisation that seems particularly susceptible to
abusive behaviour due to its hierarchy, need for strict sociali-
sation and required adherence to rules among officers and
soldiers. Martinko, Harvey, Brees, and Mackey (2013) stated
that the lack of studies in the military is unfortunate because
“research could help to identify segments of society where an
understanding of abuse is most needed” (p. 125). Likewise,
Mackey et al. (2017), in their meta-analysis of abusive super-
vision, stressed that industries like the military may be parti-
cularly likely to experience supervisory abuse and general
mistreatment. This underlines the importance of a sharpened
focus on the subject in a military context, both for its own
worth and to assess the relative status of knowledge in various
organisations and sectors of working life.

There is reason to assume that destructive forms of leader-
ship are particularly ripe in the armed forces. The high risks and
costs associated with failure in both military training and opera-
tions, including the risk of loss of life, may drive leaders to
engage in more assertive and aggressive behaviour to ensure
effectiveness, sometimes crossing the line into destructive lea-
dership practises. However, high risks and costs may also result
in leaders being overwhelmed, passive and avoidant, as in
laissez-faire leadership, with detrimental implications for safety
and assignments (e.g., Kelloway, Mullen, & Francis, 2006).
Internal reports and surveys in military organisations document
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a relatively high prevalence of unwanted destructive leadership
behaviour (Reed, 2015), and an increasing number of scientific
studies have started to illuminate the extent and outcomes of
different forms of destructive leadership in military organisa-
tions (e.g. Fors Brandebo et al., 2016).

Moreover, several characteristics of military organisations
have the potential to influence the impact of destructive
leadership. It is therefore pertinent to ask if the effect sizes
for the relationship between destructive leadership and rele-
vant outcomes in the military context is different from that of
other settings. On one hand, soldiers and officers are socia-
lised within a strict hierarchy and regimented environment
and, thus may be less sensitive to behaviour that could be
problematic to civilian employees (Reed, 2015). Moreover, the
high prevalence of destructive leadership may shift expecta-
tions of what is considered normal, so that personnel do not
react negatively to a leader´s behaviour that could be per-
ceived as destructive in another setting (Thoroughgood, Tate,
Sawyer, & Jacobs, 2012). Additionally, military personnel have
often been subject to an extensive selection process, includ-
ing criteria such as hardiness, resilience and robustness
(Bartone, Eid, Johnsen, Laberg, & Snook, 2009; Maddi, 2007)
which may buffer the negative effects of destructive leader-
ship. On the other hand, the focus on leadership and its
development in military schools provides a common under-
standing of what good leadership is. Along with a strong
professional identity and pride in the profession, this rein-
forces the breach of trust experienced by destructive leader-
ship and may even strengthen its detrimental effects (Reed,
2015). Trust in leadership is essential in military contexts
because personnel are expected to give up their right to self-
determination and follow orders. This need for confidence is
in stark contrast to the effects of destructive leadership that
include a lack of trust and willingness to follow the leader
(Fors Brandebo et al., 2016). Furthermore, an order-based
system in which punishment is the consequence for not
following instructions, means that one can be locked into
a negative situation over time, thus leading to stronger and
more harmful effects. This contrariety related to possible
outcomes of destructive leadership is reflected in the incon-
sistent empirical findings among the military population with
effect sizes being weak in some cases (mean r ≤ −.15) (e.g.
Hannah et al., 2013; McGurk et al., 2014) and strong in others
(mean r ≥ −.44) (e.g. Chi & Liang, 2013; Gallus et al., 2013).
For example, Reed and Bullis (2009) found a negative rela-
tionship between destructive leadership and satisfaction;
however, there was a non-significant negative relationship
with inclination to remain in service.

Recently, several context-free meta-analyses and reviews
have been conducted on destructive forms of leadership
(Krasikova, Green, & LeBreton, 2013; Mackey et al., 2017;
Schyns & Schilling, 2013; Tepper, 2007; Tepper et al., 2017;
Zhang & Bednall, 2015; Zhang & Liao, 2015) and on specific
aspects of destructive leadership, such as supervisor aggres-
sion (Hershcovis & Barling, 2010) and its health outcomes

(Hershcovis, 2011; Montano, Reeske, Franke, & Hüffmeier,
2017), indicating a medium size effect of exposure to destruc-
tive leadership practices on health complaints. However, to
our knowledge, no systematic review or meta-analysis on
aspects of destructive leadership has been conducted within
specific industries, like the military. In this study, we first
provide a systematic review of the current scientific literature
concerning destructive forms of leadership in a military con-
text. Secondly, we conduct a meta-analysis to estimate the
mean correlations between active forms (e.g., abusive super-
vision) and passive forms (e.g., laissez-faire leadership) of
destructive leadership behaviour and various correlates,
based on studies conducted in a military context. Our findings
will expand the current knowledge on destructive leadership
in a military context and provide a state-of-the-art overview of
the number, nature, and findings of studies conducted thus
far. Our study represents a unique contribution to research on
the effects of active forms of destructive leadership behaviour
in relation to more passive and avoidant forms of leadership
behaviour.

Destructive leadership in a military context

The military context is unique and distinct frommany other work-
ing environments in its right to employ violence on behalf of the
state (Reed, 2015), typically in a culturewith a strong hierarchy and
with exposure to potentially dangerous assignments. As empha-
sised by Hannah and Sowden (2013), military leadership is distin-
guished from leadership, in general, not by the leadershippractises
themselves, but by the context, often characterised by hostility or
other physical and emotional extremes and the continuous pre-
paration and training for such situations. This means that military
personnel are faced with demanding tasks and environments that
requiremore structure and professionalism thanwhat is needed in
many other industrial and professional contexts. Furthermore, the
importance of command and control, discipline and clear respon-
sibility is decisive in handling such powerful and lethal capacities.
To this end, prosecution of military offenses, such as desertion or
failure to obey a legitimate order, has been viewed as necessary to
maintain discipline (Reed, 2015). The consequences of poor and
inadequate leadership performance in this setting range from
damaged equipment to the loss of live among the military´s own
personnel and non-combatants, as well as the utmost conse-
quence of losing a war. In this regard, an important aspect to
consider is how these potentially destructive leadership beha-
viours are perceived in considerably varied ways, across different
social, cultural, and occupational contexts (Padilla, Hogan, & Kaiser,
2007; Sharma, 2017; Thoroughgood et al., 2012). As an example,
leader “abuse” may be perceived very differently in a military
operation than in a class-room setting (Thoroughgood et al.,
2012), thus having different effects and outcomes. However, the
military organisation will also encompasses a wide range of tasks,
from administrative to operational, in contexts of peace as well as
crisis and war; thus comprising a range of situations that are not
particularly different by nature, from those of other organisations
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and contexts. Indeed, Wong, Bliese, and McGurk (2003) differenti-
ate between military leadership research that focuses on military
samples to test general leadership theories and that which tries to
understand the nature of leadership in this particular context.

Theory and hypotheses

Conceptualisation of destructive leadership behaviour

A broad variety of terms has been used to refer to the phenom-
enon of destructive leadership (Craig & Kaiser, 2013), and research-
ers have examined a range of partly overlapping constructs
including “abusive supervision” (Tepper, 2000, 2007), “petty tyr-
anny” (Ashforth, 1997), “despotic leadership” (De Hoogh & Den
Hartog, 2008), “tyrannical leadership” (Hauge, Skogstad, &
Einarsen, 2007), “toxic leadership” (Lipman-Blumen, 2006), “super-
visory abuse” (Bamberger & Bacharach, 2006) and “destructive
leadership” (Einarsen, Aasland, & Skogstad, 2007). Most studies
on destructive leadership behaviours have examined abusive
supervision (Mackey et al., 2017), which has been defined as
a “subordinate´s perceptions of the extent to which supervisors
engage in the sustained display of hostile verbal and nonverbal
behaviours, excluding physical contact” (Tepper, 2007, p. 178).
Amore broad and overarching definition of destructive leadership
is provided by Einarsen et al. (2007): “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 effec-
tiveness and/or motivation, well-being or job satisfaction of sub-
ordinates” (p. 208). This definition includes behaviour towards the
individual as well as the organisation, including physical contact.
In the military context, national and international doctrines (e.g.,
NATO) have addressed this issue to a very limited extent thus far,
including the definition and measures of destructive leadership
behaviours. An exception is the recent leadership doctrines pub-
lished by the US army that describe negative leadership, including
toxic leadership defined as a combination of self-centred attitudes,
motivations, and behaviours that have adverse effects on subor-
dinates, the organisation, and mission performance (US Army,
2012). However, within the research field of leadership in the
military context, non-contextual definitions like abusive supervi-
sion and toxic leadership aremost frequently applied (Gallus et al.,
2013; Hannah et al., 2013).

Many have opted for the inclusion of passive and avoidant
forms of leadership in the concept of destructive leadership
practises, viewing it asmore than themere absence of leadership
(Barling & Frone, 2017; Hinkin & Schriesheim, 2008; Kelloway,
Sivanathan, Francis, & Barling, 2005; Skogstad, Einarsen,
Torsheim, Aasland, & Hetland, 2007). The most studied concept
in this respect is laissez-faire leadership defined by Bass and
Avolio (2004a, p. 4) as follows: “ . . . the avoidance or absence of
leadership and is, by definition, the most inactive – as well as the
most ineffective according to almost all research on the style.”.
Likewise, Hinkin and Schriesheim (2008, p. 1237) define this
leadership style as “managers avoiding making decisions, abdi-
cating responsibility, and not using their authority.” In other
words, they emphasise leaders ´avoidance and neglect in per-
forming expected duties. Whether such passive and avoidant
forms of leadership should be considered destructive or merely

inadequate and ineffective has been discussed (Craig & Kaiser,
2013; Schyns & Schilling, 2013). Based on the two definitions
above, and Bass & Avolio´s (2004b) operational definition of the
concept, Skogstad, Hetland, Glasø, and Einarsen (2014) define
laissez-faire leadership as a follower-centred, avoidance-based
type of leadership; focusing on subordinates` perceived situa-
tional need for leadership combined with leaders non-response
to such needs. Accordingly, laissez-faire leadership is a non-
responsive and avoidant type of leadership in situations where
active involvement on behalf of the leader or manager is likely
required (Antonakis, Avolio, & Sivasubramaniam, 2003; Hinkin &
Schriesheim, 2008). Hence, laissez-faire leaders are not meeting
the legitimate expectations of their subordinates (Skogstad et al.,
2007), thereby complying with Einarsen et al. (2007) definition of
destructive leadership. Furthermore, laissez-faire leadership
shares many characteristics with passive forms of aggression,
where there is a lack of active response; e.g., physical or verbal
behaviour that could prevent harm to the victim (Buss, 1961;
Parrott & Giancola, 2007), in our case the subordinate. In this
regard, it is important to point out that leader passivity is not
negative, per se. In some situations, leader intervention is likely
neither necessary nor wanted; e.g., when highly competent fol-
lowers executing their well-defined work tasks.

There are also convincing empirical arguments for viewing
laissez-faire leadership as a destructive form of leadership.
A meta-analysis by Judge and Piccolo (2004) showed strong
and consistent negative relationships between passive leader-
ship and leader effectiveness and subordinate job satisfaction.
Moreover, DeRue, Nahrgang, Wellman, and Humphrey (2011)
found that the relative importance of transformational and
laissez-faire behaviour for predicting leadership effectiveness
was approximately equal, but in opposite direction. In line
with this, recent studies in both the general (Buch, Martinsen,
& Kuvaas, 2015; Skogstad et al., 2014, 2007; Thoroughgood
et al., 2012; Yan, Bligh, & Kohles, 2014) and in military contexts
(Fors Brandebo et al., 2016), have treated laissez-faire as a type
of destructive leadership. The consistent relationship between
passive forms of leadership, like laissez-faire leadership, and
undesirable outcomes for both the individual and the organisa-
tion, supports its inclusion in the concept of destructive leader-
ship as will be done in the present study.

Finally, active and passive forms of destructive leadership
both appear to create the same type of negative emotional
response pattern in subordinates. Destructive leadership is one
of the most severe social stressors employees encounter at
work, when perceiving a supervisor´s act as hostile, offensive,
unjust, and illegitimate (Skogstad et al., 2017). In line with the
Affective Events Theory (Weiss & Cropanzano, 1996), such lea-
dership behaviour triggers affective response from subordi-
nates, influencing mood, behaviour and performance. The
affective response may originate from subordinates´ perception
of injustice, initiated by a discrepancy between actual and
expected leadership behavior and a belief that the supervisor
could and should have behaved in a different way (Klaussner,
2014). The perception of leader injustice may lead to an emo-
tional, cognitive and behavioural response such as withdrawal
or revenge (Klaussner, 2014). As individuals tend to respond to
negative treatment with negative emotions and subsequent
misbehaviour, it has been pointed out that perceptions of
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abusive supervision, as well as perceptions of supervisor injus-
tice seems to evolve on the basis of the social exchange theory
(Klaussner, 2014; Mackey et al., 2017). In sum, repeated lack of
leader support may trigger the same negative emotions by
inducing anger, humiliation, and a feeling of rejection, support-
ing the assumption that reaction patterns to laissez-faire leader-
ship resemble those of active destructive leadership.

Based on current definitions of destructive leadership, as
well as theory and empirical findings that show approximately
the same level of relationships with outcomes as active forms of
destructive leadership, the inclusion of laissez-faire and other
forms of passive leadership as a dimension of destructive lea-
dership is supported. In this regard, we use the term passive
destructive leadership to characterise the omission of adequate
and legitimate leadership behaviours, in contrast to active
destructive leadership, which is characterised by the commission
of inadequate and illegitimate leadership behaviours.

Antecedents, outcomes and prevalence of destructive
leadership

Antecedents of destructive leadership initially received less
attention than the potential outcomes, but this has changed
dramatically over the past five years (Tepper et al., 2017; Zhang
& Bednall, 2015). Possible antecedents range frommicro-level to
macro-level factors, such as supervisor personality traits (Eissa &
Lester, 2017) and stress caused by climate conditions (Van de
Vliert, Matthiesen, Gangsøy, Landro, & Einarsen, 2010) to ante-
cedents in the military context like lack of sleep (Olsen, Pallesen,
Torsheim, & Espevik, 2016). In a recent meta-analysis, Zhang and
Bednall (2015) categorised antecedents into four main groups:
supervisor-related, organization-related and subordinate-related
antecedents, in addition to, demographic characteristics of
supervisors and subordinates. Several models have been pro-
posed to explain the antecedent conditions associated with
destructive leadership behaviours; the Dual Process Model,
based on self-regulatory processes (psychological resources)
and social cognitive processes (Wang, Sinclair, & Deese, 2010);
the Affective Events Theory, in which emotions are central (Weiss
& Cropanzano, 1996); and a model proposed by Tepper et al.
(2017), suggesting that abusive supervision operates through

three sets of mechanisms – social learning, identity threat, and
self-regulation impairment.

Destructive leadership behaviour has been related to
a range of dramatic outcomes on both the individual and
organisational levels for active (Montano et al., 2017;
Schilling & Schyns, 2014; Zhang & Liao, 2015) as well as
passive forms of destructive leadership behaviour
(Borgmann, Rowold, & Bormann, 2016; DeRue et al., 2011;
Piccolo et al., 2012; Skogstad et al., 2017), in both general
and military contexts (Gallus et al., 2013; Hannah & Sowden,
2013). Such outcomes may be divided into leader-related, job-
related, organization-related and follower-related outcomes
(Schyns & Schilling, 2013). From a broader perspective, out-
comes may be differentiated into leader performance, subor-
dinate well-being and health, and subordinate attitudes and
behaviour (Skogstad, 2015). Based on this, Figure 1 proposes
a theoretical model, as a guideline for the present study, on
how constructive and destructive leadership may be related to
different types of outcomes.

The relationship between destructive forms of leadership
and its outcomes may be moderated or mediated by different
variables such as work gain (Harris, Kacmar, & Zivnuska, 2007),
the relationship between leader and followers (Harris, Harvey,
& Kacmar, 2011) and autonomy based on the Job Demands-
Resources model (Velez & Neves, 2016), or in a military context
such as moral courage (Hannah et al., 2013) or team cohesion
(Luria, 2008). As pointed out in the literature, such issues have
not yet been approached in systematic or in-depth manner by
current research (Martinko et al., 2013; Zhang & Bednall, 2015).

Findings on the prevalence of destructive leadership vary
depending on how the phenomenon has been conceptualised
andmeasured (Aasland, Skogstad, Notelaers, Nielsen, & Einarsen,
2010; Sharma, 2017; Tepper, 2007). In a representative study from
the Norwegian working population 33.5% of the respondents
reported exposure to at least one destructive leadership beha-
viour “quite often”, “very often”, or “nearly always” during the
past six months (Aasland et al., 2010). Studies and reports from
the US military indicate an approximately 15–20% prevalence of
active forms of destructive leadership (Center for Army
Leadership, 2011; Reed, 2015; US Army, 2015).

Predictors

Active 
destructive  leadership

Passive 
destructive leadership

Constructive leadership
Leader 

performance & efficiency

Subordinates 
attitudes & behavior

Subordinates 
well being and health

Figure 1. Proposed theoretical model for the relationships between type of leadership and outcomes.
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Aim of current study
Based on the existing literature and theoretical assumptions,
this study first reviews the current literature regarding destruc-
tive leadership behaviour in a military context and provides an
overview of the issues investigated, the designs employed and
the main findings in this field, including studies that did not
meet the criteria for inclusion in the meta-analysis. Secondly,
based on the review, the following hypotheses are investi-
gated by conducting a meta-analysis:

Hypothesis 1: Active forms of destructive leadership in
a military context are negatively related to leader performance
and efficiency and subordinate health-related, attitude-related
and behaviour-related variables.

Hypothesis 2: Passive forms of destructive leadership in
a military context are negatively related to leader performance
and efficiency and subordinate health-related, attitude-related
and behaviour-related variables.

Hypothesis 3: Active and passive forms of destructive lea-
dership in a military context have similar negative relation-
ships to predictors and outcomes.

When investigating these hypotheses, we include results
from studies that also present findings of “constructive” forms
of leadership (e.g. transformational leadership) to examine and
compare the actual contribution of destructive forms of lea-
dership on outcomes. In addition, as part of the meta-analysis,
we will examine the variation between studies, and explore
possible moderators.

Method

This systematic review and meta-analysis was performed in
accordance with PRESS methodology (McGowan et al., 2016).
A peer review of the search strategy was performed by an
independent university librarian to increase the search quality
and reduce the risk of selection bias. To assess the quality of
evidence for the included studies, a quality evaluation was
conducted based on an adapted version of the system for
assessing validity in quasi-experimental research (Shadish,
Cook, & Campbell, 2003).

Literature search

Several approaches were used to identify relevant studies.
First, a systematic literature search was conducted to identify
relevant journal articles (McGowan et al., 2016). The primary
databases involved were Web of Science, PsycINFO and
ProQuest. Additional searches were performed in Oria and
Google Scholar. A broad variety of terms are used to refer to
the phenomenon of destructive leadership. Officers, students
and subject-matter experts were consulted (interviews and
seminars) and literature was examined, as suggested in the
guidelines by Daniels (2018). A total of 31 different constructs
were identified as describing active and passive forms of
destructive leadership practices. The initial searches started
with these constructs. However, most of these constructs

contained both a term representing the leadership role (e.g.,
supervisor, boss, chief) and a term representing some expres-
sion of a negative quality (e.g., abusive, toxic, destructive). By
combining separate groups of leadership search terms and
negative quality search terms with a proximity operator, all
of the identified concepts were included in the search strat-
egy, in addition to potential variations on these concepts. To
further strengthen the search strategy, synonyms were added
to these separate search term groups. Finally, a group of
different military terms and synonyms (e.g. officer, soldier,
combatant) were combined with the results from the search
term groups for destructive leadership. Searches were not
limited by publication year. The search was completed on
19.12.2017. The complete search strategy may be found in
the supplementary material. Secondly, the reference list of
more general review articles and meta-analyses of destructive
leadership was searched for additional articles (DeRue et al.,
2011; Judge & Piccolo, 2004; Mackey et al., 2017; Martinko
et al., 2013; Piccolo et al., 2012; Tepper, 2007; Zhang &
Bednall, 2015; Zhang & Liao, 2015).

Inclusion and exclusion criteria

In order to be included in the review and meta-analysis,
a study had to meet the following criteria: It should: 1) focus
on an active and/or passive form of destructive leadership
practises and behaviours 2) pertain to a military context; 3)
be written in English 4) be published as a peer-reviewed
article; and 5) include quantitative data. The articles were
assessed based on the title and the abstract, while the full
text of seemingly relevant articles was further examined. The
search result was exported to Endnote, where duplicates were
excluded. The steps undertaken and the results of the search,
which yielded a total of 27 articles, are presented in Figure 2.

Coding procedure and inter-rater reliability

The first and last author independently coded all the
included studies. Cohen´s κ was calculated to determine
the inter-rater reliability for categorical variables. Cohen´s κ
for the 27 studies was 1.00 for the following variables: coun-
try, type of sample, form of leadership, antecedents, out-
comes and categorical mediators. Intraclass correlation
coefficients were calculated for continuous variables. The
estimated values for the studies included in the meta-
analysis were .99 for effect sizes and .95 for sample size N,
while the estimated value for the 5 additional studies
reviewed was 1.0 for sample size N. Disagreement between
the two coders was solved by consensus.

Quality assessment

A standardised quality assessment tool, such as the GRADE
system used within the medical field (Guyatt et al., 2011), does
not exist for studies of destructive leadership. Selected items
from the “JBI Critical Appraisal Checklist for Studies Reporting
Prevalence Data” (Munn, Moola, Riitano, & Lisy, 2014) were
used in combination with aspects from the validity system of
Shadish et al. (2003), covering issues like statistical analyses,
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measurement instruments, and study design. The rating scale
for the individual items was taken from the GRADE system
(Guyatt et al., 2011), including the following range: not
reported (0), poor (1), satisfactory (2), good (3) and excellent
(4). The first author performed the appraisal and consulted
with one of the other co-authors. A total of 10 items were
assessed for each study, resulting in a possible total score of
40. The influence of quality was then tested as a possible
moderator in the meta-analysis. The quality appraisal tool
with results can be found in the supplementary material
(Table A Checklist and Table B Results).

Meta – analysis calculations

To perform the calculations of the meta-analysis, the
Comprehensive Meta-Analysis (CMA) V3 program (Borenstein,
Hedges, Higgins, & Rothstein, 2007) was applied. SPSS 25 was
used for descriptive analyses. The correlation effect sizes were
transformed using the Fishers’ Z transformation. The meta-
analysis calculations were performed using this index and
then converted back to correlations by employing the CMA
program (Borenstein, Hedges, Higgins, & Rothstein, 2009).
Based on Cohen’s terminology (Cohen, 1988), correlations
were classified as small (.10), moderate (.30) and large (.50).
A Random-Effects Model was used for all meta-analysis

calculations. This model assumes that effect sizes in
a population may vary, and that other factors besides sam-
pling error may influence the observed effect sizes, such as
type of sample, measurement instrument or study design
(Borenstein et al., 2009, p. 74). The mean weighted correlations
were calculated using the inverse of the variance components,
including both sampling error and variation between studies,
resulting in more equal weights between the studies than if
they had been calculated using a Fixed Effect Model. In addi-
tion to the aforementioned, the correlations corrected for
attenuation were also computed. The correlations were indi-
vidually corrected for measurement error in both predictor
and outcome variables according, to the Hunter and Schmidt
meta-analysis method (Hunter & Schmidt, 2004). The Metados
program was used for calculating the correlations corrected
for attenuation (Martinussen & Bjørnstad, 1999). For studies
with missing information regarding the reliability of one or
both variables, the mean value of other studies was used. The
suggested weighting used by (Hunter & Schmidt, 2004) is
slightly different from what is used by the CMA program
under a Random Effects Model, representing a combination
of sample size and a correction factor that lends more weight
to larger studies with little correction.

To determine how much of the observed variation could be
attributed to sampling error, several analyses were performed.
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Figure 2. Flowchart of literature search.

EUROPEAN JOURNAL OF WORK AND ORGANIZATIONAL PSYCHOLOGY 713



The Q-statistic was calculated to test the null hypothesis that
all studies in the analysis shared a common effect size
(Borenstein et al., 2009). A significant result indicates hetero-
geneity and a need for further examination of moderators. The
I2 statistic was computed to estimate what proportion of the
observed variance reflects true differences in effect sizes rather
than sampling error (Borenstein et al., 2009). The T2 statistic
was used to assess the variance of true effect sizes in Fisher´s
Z unit. The 95% prediction interval indicates the range in
which the true correlation of any single population falls within
a 95% probability (Borenstein et al., 2009). To ensure that the
mean effect sizes calculated in the meta-analysis were based
on independent samples, multiple correlations for the same
predictor-outcome relationship (per sample) were combined
by CMA, before the overall analyses were conducted. To
ensure that similar variables were coded in the same direction
in all studies before combining them in the meta-analysis,
some were adjusted before running the analyses.

Mixed-effect analyses were used for moderator analyses
with categorical variables. A significant total between Q-value
(QB) indicates true differences in the effect sizes of the sub-
groups (Borenstein et al., 2009). Meta-regression analyses were
used for continuous moderators using a random effects model
with full maximum likelihood estimation and Knapp-Hartung
adjustment, which is recommended for analyses with small
sample sizes (Hartung, Knapp, & Sinha, 2008). Moderator vari-
ables may influence the mean effect sizes and explain a part of
the variance between studies. In the current study, continent
(North America, Europe and Asia), place examined (military
base, school or deployed), level of rank (high, middle or low)
and condition (operational, training or normal duty) were
included as categorical moderator variables. Percentage of
women in the study and the quality assessment score were
examined as continuous moderators, in meta-regression-
analyses. Sensitivity analyses were performed by removing
studies, one by one, to examine the impact of each study on
the overall mean effect size for each outcome (Borenstein
et al., 2009). Funnel Plot, Safe N and Duval and Tweedie´s
trim and fill procedures were performed to examine publica-
tion bias (Borenstein et al., 2009).

Results

Descriptive findings

The literature search identified 27 relevant studies for the
review, 22 of which presented effect sizes and could be
included in the meta-analysis. Table 1 synthesises the data of
all studies included in the review. A total of 14 studies exam-
ined active forms of destructive leadership, while 15 studies
examined passive forms of destructive leadership and only
two studies examined both forms. Studies of active destructive
leadership were published between 2002 and 2017, while those
of passive destructive leadership were published between 1990
and 2016. A total of 16 studies originated in the US (59%), eight
were from Europe (30%) and three from Asia (11%). The studies
primarily used cross-sectional design (81%), 24 studies (89%)
examined outcomes, 5 studies (19%) examined antecedents,

and 9 studies (33%) examined moderators/mediators, such as
cohesion and combat exposure (Table 1).

The various concepts used to describe destructive leader-
ship practices are reflected in the different measurement
instruments. As shown in Table 1, several scales have been
used to measure active destructive leadership in a military
context. The scales used are primarily context-free, including
the Supervisor Undermining Scale (Duffy, Ganster, Shaw,
Johnson, & Pagon, 2006), the Petty Tyranny in Organisation
Scale (Reed & Bullis, 2009), and the Toxic Leadership Scale
(Gallus et al., 2013), or a combination of these instruments
(Cole & Bedeian, 2007; Zellars, Tepper, & Duffy, 2002)(Table 1).
As for studies of the general population (Mackey et al., 2017;
Zhang & Liao, 2015), the most frequently used instrument for
examining active forms of destructive leadership in military
populations is the scale on Abusive Supervision (Tepper, 2000)
(29%), see Table 1. The primary instrument found to measure
passive forms of destructive leadership was the Multifactor
Leadership Questionnaire (87% of the studies, see Table 1),
though different versions of it were applied. Three of the
studies used the instrument, Destrudo L, which is specifically
designed to measure destructive leadership behaviour in the
military context and includes both active and passive forms of
destructive leadership (Fors Brandebo et al., 2016; Johansen &
Platek, 2017; Larsson, Fors Brandebo, & Nilsson, 2012).

Five of the reviewed studies examined antecedents of
destructive leadership (Table 1), focusing on considerably dif-
ferent factors and variables. Eid, Helge Johnsen, Bartone, and
Nissestad (2008) found that the personality trait hardiness,
predicted a lower score on passive avoidant leadership and
a higher score on transformational leadership. A study by
Olsen, Eid, and Johnsen (2006) found that moral behaviour
was related to laissez-faire (9%), indicating that shortcomings
in actual and constructive leadership behaviour may stem
from a lack of moral competency. A study of naval officers
showed that ratings of military performance as a naval acad-
emy midshipman were predictive of laissez-faire leadership as
an officer four to ten years after graduation (Yammarino,
Spangler, & Bass, 1993). Olsen et al. (2016) examined the
influence of sleep on leadership behaviour and found that
scores on laissez-faire behaviour increased from a rested to
a sleep-deprived state, while Johnsen, Eid, Pallesen, Bartone,
and Nissestad (2009) found that laissez-faire was associated
with poorer military development grades and leadership effec-
tiveness. Hence, destructive leadership appears to be asso-
ciated with lack of sleep, lack of moral competency, low
military competence and leadership effectiveness, in addition
to low personality trait scores for hardiness.

A total of 24 of the reviewed articles examined outcomes of
passive and/or active forms of destructive leadership (Table 1).
Eight of the studies (30%) examined performance (Bass, Avolio,
Jung, & Berson, 2003; Bass & Yammarino, 1991; Chou, Sibley, Liu,
Lin, & Cheng, 2015; Eid et al., 2008; Taylor, Psotka, & Legree, 2015)
and effectiveness (Schiena, Letens, Van Aken, & Farris, 2013;
Yammarino & Bass, 1990; Yammarino et al., 1993). Both active
and passive forms of leadership were negatively related to scores
on performance and effectiveness. Bass and Yammarino (1991)
found that subordinate ratings of laissez-faire leadership were
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negatively related to superior-rated performance and superior-
rated early promotion. Nine studies (33%) examined factors
related to subordinate well-being and health (Britt, Wright, &
Moore, 2012; Chi & Liang, 2013; Cole & Bedeian, 2007; Fors
Brandebo et al., 2016; Johansen & Platek, 2017; Luria, 2008;
McGurk et al., 2014; Nahum-Shani, Henderson, Lim, & Vinokur,
2014; Sadler, Mengeling, Booth, O´Shea, & Tomer, 2017). The
studies indicated that subordinate reports of laissez-faire leader-
ship behaviour were related to emotional exhaustion (Fors
Brandebo et al., 2016 ; Cole & Bedeian, 2007) and PTSD caseness
(McGurk et al., 2014) as well as reduced subordinate general
health (Nahum-Shani et al., 2014). A total of 16 studies (59%)
examined attitudinal and behavioural outcomes among subor-
dinates (Bass et al., 2003; Chi & Liang, 2013; Chou et al., 2015; Cole
& Bedeian, 2007; Duffy et al., 2006; Fors Brandebo et al., 2016;
Gallus et al., 2013; Hannah et al., 2013; Johansen & Platek, 2017;
Larsson et al., 2012; Reed & Bullis, 2009; Roush & Atwater, 1992;
Schiena et al., 2013; Yammarino & Bass, 1990; Yammarino et al.,
1993; Zellars et al., 2002). As an example, in a study of 2572
military employees, Hannah et al. (2013) found that abusive
supervision was negatively related to the moral courage of fol-
lowers and their identification with the core values of the
organisation.

Data synthesis of all studies is detailed in Table 1. 5 of the
studies were only included in the review. Briefly, these studies
showed that sleep, hardiness trait and military performance
may be antecedents to laissez faire leadership (Johnsen et al.,
2009; Olsen et al., 2016; Yammarino et al., 1993) and that
active forms of destructive leadership were associated with
risk for sexual assault, stigma and barriers to seek mental
health care (Britt et al., 2012; Sadler et al., 2017). All the studies
included measurement of constructive forms of leadership,
and the result showed an inverse effect to active and passive
forms of destructive forms of leadership. Details of these
studies are found Table 1 where they are marked with an a.

Meta-analysis calculations

A total of 22 studies provided information on the association
between destructive forms of leadership behaviour including
a predictor variable and one or more criterion variables and
could thus be included in the meta-analysis (Table 2). The
articles were published between 1990 and 2017 (M = 2008,
SD = 8.2). Twelve of the articles included active forms of
destructive leadership, 12 addressed passive destructive forms
of leadership, and two articles included both types of destruc-
tive leadership. Only one of the studies provided information
about the association between the predictor and the destruc-
tive leadership. Studies that also included variables measuring
supposedly constructive forms of leadership were included, and
corresponding meta-analysis calculations were conducted (13
studies). The total sample size was 10.716. Most samples were
from the USA (K = 13), followed by Europe (K = 7).

Table 2 presents the mean weighted correlations between
predictors, outcomes and all types of leadership. The mean
correlation to any variable is −.29 for active destructive leader-
ship, −.29 for passive destructive leadership and −.30 for active
and passive destructive leadership combined, showing that
both active and passive forms of destructive leadership are

negatively related to the examined predictors and outcomes.
Hypotheses 1 and 2 were therefore supported. The similar
mean correlations of active and passive forms of destructive
leadership behaviour also supported hypothesis 3, which stated
that they would have a similar negative relationship with the
examined variables. The mean correlation with any variables
was .32 for measures for constructive and effective forms of
leadership. Hence, the relationship of active and passive forms
of destructive leadership to outcomes appears to be both
equivalent and opposite to that of constructive leadership
(−.29 and −.29 vs. .32). The results for the three subgroups of
outcome variables (leader performance, subordinate attitude
and behaviour and subordinate well-being and health) are
also presented in Table 2. The association between destructive
leadership (active and passive) and effectiveness had the stron-
gest mean correlation (−.36), while the association between
destructive leadership (active and passive) and turnover inten-
tion had the weakest mean correlation (−.18) of destructive
forms of leadership. For constructive forms of leadership, sub-
ordinate attitude and behaviour had the highest mean correla-
tion (.38), while transactional leadership had the lowest mean
correlation (.25). The complete list of outcome variables is pre-
sented in Table 1. In general, the corrected mean correlations
were slightly higher than the uncorrected mean correlations
without any correction for measurement error; with −.31 for
active destructive leadership, −.32 for passive destructive lea-
dership and −.32 for active and passive destructive leadership
combined. Reliability estimates was reported for 76% of the
predictor variables and 71% of the outcome variables. The
reliability was frequently reported as Cronbach’s alpha, varying
from .61 to .97 (M = .85) for the different measures of leadership
and from .67 to .97 for the outcomes (M = .83).

The homogeneity test was significant for all main cate-
gories of leadership (Table 2), indicating true variation
between studies and a need for conducting moderator ana-
lyses. Some of the sub-categories had non-significant Q-values
indicating that no true variation between studies was
detected. Moderator analyses and meta-regression analyses
were conducted for outcome variables with significant hetero-
geneity. Out of the 13 categorical moderator analyses of out-
comes of active and passive destructive leadership, none of
them were significant (Table 3).

Similar moderator analyses were conducted separately for
active and passive destructive leadership with similar and non-
significant findings, see supplementary material Table C. Meta-
regression analyses were conducted for continuous moderator
variables, quality assessment (K = 17, b1 = 0.01 t = 0.80, p > 0.5,
R2analog = .04) and percentage male (K = 17, b1 = 0.01 t = 1.2,
p > 0.05, R2analog = .10), concluding that none of the moderators
explained a significant part of the observed variation in effect sizes.

Sensitivity analysis and indicators of publication bias

Sensitivity analyses estimated a mean effect size by excluding
one study at a time. The results were relatively stable for
different outcomes for the combination of active and passive
destructive leadership, where the estimated mean r varied
from −.27 to −.31, depending on which study was removed
from the analysis.
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The funnel plot, combining the effects of active and passive
destructive leadership, showed a relative symmetry in the
included studies, thus indicating that the result of the meta-
analysis is comparable to the population effect (Sterne et al.,
2011). The Duval and Tveedie´s trim and fill method indicated
that there were no missing studies to the left or right of the
mean, indicating that the impact of potential publication bias
is trivial (Borenstein et al., 2009). Rosenthal’s Fail Safe
N indicated that 4015 unlocated studies are needed in order
to make the overall effect size estimate non-significant, while

Orwin´s Fail Safe N indicated that 655 missing studies are
needed to reduce the estimated mean correlation to −.01.

Discussion

As military organisations have many particular characteristics
that may lay the foundation for destructive forms of leader-
ship, we have examined such destructive forms of leadership
practises in military settings, whether they be active or passive
in nature, by conducting a literature review and meta-analysis

Table 2. Meta-analyses results for the relationship between active, passive destructive leadership, constructive leadership and different predictors and outcomes.

Variables K N Mean r Mean r cor 95% CI Q I2 PI

Active and Passive destructive 22 10,716 -.30 -.33 -.37 to -.22 372.08*** 94.36 -.61 to .10
Leader Performance 7 2,073 -.29 -.27 -.39 to -.17 26.75*** 77.57 -.58 to .07
Effectiveness 4 809 -.36 -.45 -.45 to -.26 4.35 31.10 -.63 to -.00
Other 3 1,264 -.19 -.19 -.29 to -.08 3.29 39.11 -.85 to .70

Attitude & Behavior 18 9,644 -.27 -.32 -.37 to -.17 431.21*** 96.06 -.64 to .20
Job satisfaction 5 3,188 -.33 -.49 -.50 to -.14 80.60*** 95.04 -.80 to .39
Extra effort 3 715 -.19 -.00 -.54 to .21 21.51*** 90.70 -.99 to .99
Intention to leave 3 2,031 -.18 -.22 -.26 to -.09 7.52* 73.39 -.84 to .69
Other 13 8,340 -.29 -.33 -.41 to -.16 441.31*** 97.28 -.70 to .26

Well being & health 6 3,516 -.30 -.35 -.38 to -.23 27.86*** 82.05 -.53 to -.03
Burnout 4 1,734 -.34 -.39 -.41 to -.27 7.19 58.25 -.58 to -.04
Other 2 1,782

Active destructive 12 8,598 -.29 -.32 -.39 to -.17 330.23*** 96.67 -.65 to .18
Leader performance 1 1,077
Attitude & Behavior 11 7,825 -.28 -.32 -.40 to -.15 360.24*** 97.22 -.68 to .25
Well being & health 5 2,736 -.30 -.34 -.39 to -.20 26.91*** 85.13 -.60 to .07

Passive destructive 12 3,072 -.29 -.33 -.37 to -.21 48.90*** 77.51 -.53 to -.01
Leader performance 6 996 -.33 -.42 -.40 to -.25 6.57 23.93 -.49 to -.15
Attitude & behavior 9 2,773 -.26 -.30 -.37 to -.14 65.72*** 87.83 -.59 to .14
Well being & health 2 1,313

Constructive 13 4,902 .32 .34 24 to .39 72.53*** 83.46 .05 to .54
Leader performance 6 1,465 .22 .26 .17 to .27 3.79 0.00 .15 to .29
Attitude & behavior 9 3,830 .38 .39 .28 to .47 68.37*** 88.30 .04 to .64
Well being & health 4 3,095 .25 .30 .17 to .32 14.77** 79.68 -.10 to .54
Transformational LS 8 1,405 .33 .41 .28 to.38 3.51 0.00 .27 to .39
Transactional LS 9 1,510 .28 .27 .15 to .40 41.68*** 80.81 -.17 to .63

Note. K = number of samples; N = total sample size; 95% CI = 95% confidence interval; Q = test for homogeneity; I2 = percent of true heterogeneity; PI = prediction
interval.

*p < .05, **p < .01,***p < .001. When K < 3 no analyses were conducted.
LS = Leadership.

Table 3. Results of the Categorical Moderator Analyses for the Different Correlations between Destructive Leadership and Different Predictors and Outcomes.

Variable QB K N Mean r 95% CI Q I2

Active and passive
All outcomes
Place 1.99

Military base 16 7579 -.33 -.35 to -.31 278.96*** 94.62
Military School 4 936 -.34 -.40 to -.29 8.10* 62.95
Deployed 2 2201 -.12 -.16 to -.08 0.93 0.00

Level 0.73
Midle 3 954 -.36 -.41 to -.30 8.68* 76.95
Low 15 8478 -.28 -.30 to -.26 349.10*** 95.99

Conditions 1.92
Operational 4 3227 -.17 -.20 to -.13 14.14** 78.78
Training 5 482 -.33 -.41 to -.24 7.77 48.52
Normal duty 13 7007 -.34 -.36 to -.32 271.71*** 95.58

Continent 0.74
North America 13 7927 -.31 -.33 to -.29 312.34*** 96.16
Europe 6 1353 -.26 -.31 to -.21 14.18* 64.75
Asia 3 1436 -.22 -.27 to -.17 32.73*** 93.89

Note. QB = test for subgroup differences (mixed-effect model); K = number of samples; N = total sample size; 95% CI = 95% confidence interval; Q = test for
homogeneity; I2 = percent of true heterogeneity; the results of the moderator analyses were reported for categorical variables with at least two studies. *p < .05,
**p < .01, ***p < .001.
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of existing academic studies. In an attempt to cover a more
overarching concept of destructive leadership (Einarsen et al.,
2007), both active and passive forms of destructive leadership
behaviour were addressed. In practise, the term passive
destructive leadership often refers to laissez-faire leadership,
which is a passive avoidant form of leadership (e.g., Fors
Brandebo et al., 2016).

The literature review indicates that relatively few studies
have been performed in this field, particularly when it comes
to examining prevalence and antecedents, see Table 1. Hence,
we know little of how widespread the problem of destructive
leadership in the military is and why it occurs. However, it is
clear from our findings that destructive leadership in military
organisations is related to severe outcome variables, whether
they be organisational in nature (e.g., reduced performance,
increased turnover) or individual (e.g., employee burnout,
negative affectivity). The inconsistent terminology and choice
of concepts to address issues of destructive leadership con-
tribute to the difficulty of make comparisons and building
knowledge. In terms of research design, studies are primarily
cross-sectional, and vary in the degree to which they take into
consideration the uniqueness of the military context into
regard (Chi & Liang, 2013; Duffy et al., 2006). For example,
only three studies used contextual-derived scales. Based on
these findings, the academic field of destructive leadership in
a military context may be characterised as rather immature
and fragmented. At the same time, it must be noted that an
increasing number of research articles have been published on
military samples in recent years; 14 of the 27 articles were
being published between 2012 and end of 2017.

The meta-analysis showed that both active and passive
forms of destructive leadership are associated with negative
outcomes related to leader performance and subordinate atti-
tude, behaviour, health and well-being. The results also
showed that the negative associations between active and
passive forms and outcomes are of medium and similar mag-
nitude. Hence, our findings indicate that the potential conse-
quences of active and passive forms of destructive leadership
behaviour are of similar severity, in accordance with our
hypotheses. Therefor, our findings support the notion that
passive forms of leadership, such as laissez-faire leadership,
could be considered an integrated element in the concept of
destructive leadership (Skogstad et al., 2017). The result seems
to be largely consistent with what has been reported in other
quantitative reviews of destructive leadership (Mackey et al.,
2017; Zhang & Liao, 2015). This may be due to the fact that the
majority of studies examined is performed in a military school
setting or at a home base, characterised by a more civil con-
text. In the future, more studies of the military population
should make it possible to have a more direct comparison
on similar variables. In sum, the results from both the review
and meta-analyses show that there is evidence to support
a negative association between active and passive destructive
leadership and the examined antecedents and outcomes.

The negative emotional response to a negative work event
is suggested to explain the perception of both active and
passive destructive leadership behaviours (Skogstad et al.,

2017), negatively influencing subordinates’ attitudes and
behaviour, as well as well-being and health. In the same
way, a leader’s performance and goal attainment may be
viewed as a function of his/her followers such that, when
employees experience destructive leadership behaviour, they
may reciprocate the behaviour and reduce their performance
(Naseer, Raja, Syed, Donia, & Darr, 2016), which may in turn
trigger more destructive behaviours by frustrated leaders.
Furthermore, destructive leadership can either influence how
the targeted employees rate leader performance or lead to
reduce employee performance. In either case, it may lead to
reduced performance as a team and corresponding peer rat-
ings that reflect the same. A study of Norwegian restaurants
showed that in restaurants where harassment and bullying
was ripe, both employees and external evaluators rated the
restaurant low in quality and innovativeness (Mathisen,
Einarsen, & Mykletun, 2008).

There was a substantial amount of true variance between
the studies in the meta-analysis, which was subsequently
addressed by conducting moderator analyses. However, none
of the moderators examined were found to be significant. This
may be explained by low statistical power, as the number of
both overall studies and those in subgroups was small.
However, the results from these exploratory moderator analyses
indicated a difference between the mean correlations of opera-
tional settings and ordinary work conditions while operational
settings resulted in smaller effect sizes. This difference may be
related to strict selection criteria for deployment and the fact
that other types of leadership behaviour are tolerated in mili-
tary operational environments. The impact of operational set-
ting should be further examined as a moderator in future meta-
analyses with more studies included.

Strengths and limitations

Our findings should be interpreted in the context of the
strengths and limitations of the study. To our knowledge,
this review is the first to examine outcomes of both active
and passive forms of destructive leadership in the same meta-
analysis. The study thus represents a first step to examining
the sum of evidence in the field of destructive leadership.
A further strength of the current meta-analysis is the inclusion
of a control for competing correlated leadership styles related
to the outcomes employed. In addition, this study includes
both a review and a meta-analysis, which generates a broader
and more comprehensive picture of the field.

One limitation is that some of the variables were only exam-
ined by a few studies eligible for inclusion. Furthermore, cross-
sectional data has inherent limits related to cause and effect
relationships and to endogeneity challenges, including com-
mon method variance and plausible and actual omitted vari-
ables (Antonakis, 2017). These challenges counteract robust
estimates of causal relationships that would necessitate an
experimental design or the use of instrumental variables
(Antonakis, Bendahan, Jacquart, & Lalive, 2010). However,
when causality cannot be implied, cross-sectional studies that
report the correlation of variables measured at the same time
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may reveal relationships that can be causally confirmed in
subsequent studies designed for valid causal evidence.
Another limitation is that the relatively low number of studies
and comparable variables included in the meta-analysis limits
the possibility of conducting moderator analyses.

Recommendations for future research

A majority of the studies reviewed in the current study exam-
ine military samples from the US, and primarily studying per-
sonnel in military academies and military bases (Table 1).
Future research should be designed to explore military per-
sonnel in operational and deployed settings that capture
characteristics unique to the military profession (Wong et al.,
2003), as well as examining military personnel from other
nations and cultural settings besides the US.

Our review of the current literature shows that research of
destructive leadership in a military context can be further
developed in terms of methods and designs. Longitudinal
and experimental designs are needed to address causality
(Mackey et al., 2017). Moreover, new studies on destructive
leadership should use registry-data (performance data, sick-
ness absence) and evaluation from others (e.g. 360° leader
evaluation), if possible, as these measures provide more valid
and objective data and prevent common method bias
(Podsakoff, MacKenzie, & Podsakoff, 2003; Podsakoff & Organ,
1986). As studies of destructive leadership in the military con-
text are in an early stage of development, qualitative designs
may also be beneficial; e.g., interview studies and focus group
designs. Furthermore, there is a need for more studies that
combine the assessment of active and passive forms of
destructive leadership with the assessment of constructive
leadership (e.g. Fors Brandebo et al., 2016), and include the
use of measurements that allow for comparisons and accumu-
lation of knowledge. If possible, a research design including
several measurements over longer periods should be
employed; evaluating antecedents, risk factors and outcomes,
and in particular including mediators and moderators to gain
a more complete understating of different forms of destructive
leadership in this field.

Moreover, current studies primarily use context-free instru-
ments to examine destructive leadership in the military context.
This raises the question of the expediency of context-specific
versus context-free measurements (Larsson et al., 2012). As the
basic principles and definition for leadership in the non-military
and military contexts are similar, the use of context-free instru-
ments in military settings would allow for comparisons with
civil organisations. On the other hand, the military system is
characterised by a special framework, including a strong con-
sciousness of rank, a need to strictly comply with orders and
a potentially dangerous environment. Hence, a context-specific
instrument might be better suited to capture characteristic
aspects of leadership within this framing. The instrument
Destrudo L (Larsson et al., 2012), which was designed for the
military context, is suitable for both lower-level officers operat-
ing under field conditions and higher-level officers operating in
office-like staff environments. To our knowledge, no instrument
addresses destructive leadership in operational and dangerous

contexts, which may be considered the core condition for
performing military leadership (Hannah et al., 2013).

None of the reviewed articles examined the prevalence of
destructive leadership, something that is also lacking in other
settings. An exception to this rule is, for example, the national
representative studies of Norwegian working life, performed by
Aasland et al. (2010). However, the prevalence of destructive
leadership in the military context has been addressed in military
reports and non-peer-reviewed studies. A study by Reed and
Olsen (2010) indicates that 18% of officers attending the
Command War College in the US have experienced toxic leader-
ship during their last year, while the annual Survey of Army
Leadership (US) in 2010 indicates that about 20% of superiors
are perceived as demonstrating patterns of negative or toxic
behaviour (US Army, 2015). More systematic research is needed
to examine the prevalence of destructive forms of leadership in
different military populations and to compare such prevalence
with that of civilian organisations in the same cultural or geo-
graphical area.

Practical implications

This systematic review shows that passive and active destruc-
tive leadership appear to have detrimental effects at both
organisational and individual levels in military organisations,
which is similar to the findings among civilian populations.
The result underlines the need for measures that address both
forms of unwanted and unacceptable leadership behaviours.
Different strategies exist to prevent and manage these
unwanted psychosocial risks at work, ranging from proactive
measures and interventions aiming to stop, reverse or reduce
the effects of destructive leadership, to the rehabilitation and
restoration of a safe and healthy workplace (Vartia & Leka,
2011). Measures such as criteria for selection and promotion;
development of leaders; organisational climate and culture; and
guidelines, policies and procedures for prevention and inter-
vention (including fair complaints procedures) have all been
argued to have positive and reducing effects on the detrimental
outcomes of destructive leadership (Avolio, Reichard, Hannah,
Walumbwa, & Chan, 2009; Kelloway & Barling, 2010; Padilla
et al., 2007). Applied knowledge and implemented measures
in the organisation will often represent the difference between
efficient handling of a situation and non-intervention that leads
to detrimental outcomes. Nonetheless, studies on the potential
effect of interventions are sorely needed in this field.

Conclusion

The present literature review and meta-study contribute to the
emerging field of studies that address destructive forms of
leadership by examining one specific type of organisational
setting; in this case, the military. This review further expands
our understanding of destructive leadership in the military
context and the effects of different types of leadership, includ-
ing both active and passive forms, as well as contrasting them
with constructive forms of leadership.

Our findings support the assumption of systematic negative
outcomes of active as well as passive forms of destructive
leadership in the military, and importantly, the fact that the
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detrimental consequences are of comparable magnitude for the
two forms of destructive leadership. Interestingly; the effects of
destructive leadership appear to be parallel to those of con-
structive leadership, yet in the opposite direction. Such knowl-
edge is important because it increases our understanding of this
unfavourable and undermining phenomenon in an organisation
with a strong culture, hierarchy and pride in its leadership, while
emphasising the importance of an active approach to prevent
and reduce the antecedents and consequences of all forms of
destructive leadership. Our study also documents the need for
more research in the field of destructive leadership in a military
context and a more diverse approach in terms of aims, research
design and use of more objective outcomes.
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