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Abstract 

 

 

There is a growing body of knowledge on the role of human resource (HR) professionals in 

relation to workplace bullying but their role in perpetuating a toxic leadership culture in 

organisations remains unscrutinised. HR professionals are uniquely positioned to influence 

toxic leadership since they are required to cultivate and sustain the organisation’s leadership 

culture. As a consequence of the inherent role conflict, the HR professional grapples with 

competing demands from organisational stakeholders and this is likely to create toxic 

outcomes. A phenomenological approach was applied to this study to gain insight into the 

practices of human resource professionals and understand how these contribute to toxic 

leadership in an organisational case study. Semi-structured interviews were adopted as the 

data collection method and through a thematic analysis the key findings of the study were 

identified. The study revealed that the dichotomy of the HR role results in confusion for the 

HR professional, precipitating the need to alleviate the role conflict experienced by either 

supporting the toxic leader or dismissing some of the toxic leadership practices. A discussion 

is provided on the three themes identified that contribute to creating gaps in HR practices 

that support toxic leadership; Toxic HR Practices, Challenges faced by HR Professionals and 

Business Results at any Cost. This study contributes to the literature on toxic leadership by 

expanding on the role of the HRP and the gaps in their practices that contribute to toxic 

leadership.  This study also contributes to the extant literature on dark behaviours amongst 

toxic leaders and their impact on the practices of HR professionals in organisations. 

Suggested guidelines and recommendations are offered to address the gaps in HR practices 

that HR professionals may encounter in their work.  

 

Keywords: Toxic Leadership, Human Resource Professional, Paradox, Ethics 
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Chapter 1 

Introduction to the Research 

 

1.1 Introduction  

The primary focus of the study was to examine the extent to which human resources 

practices may contribute towards toxic leadership in organisations, with specific reference 

to an organisation in the petrochemical industry. It must be acknowledged that there is 

extensive research on positive leadership and its effects on organisational leadership, while 

research into negative leadership has only become the subject of research interest in the last 

decade (Neves & Schyns, 2018:91). What became common positive leadership styles include 

servant, authentic, charismatic, situational, and ethical leadership (Roter, 2017:2), with 

transformational leadership dominating the discourse for the past three decades (Furtner, 

Maran & Rauthmann, 2017:3). In exploring the theme of toxic leadership, this research study 

includes the background and context of the study, ontological stance, problem statement, 

research aim and objectives, research questions, epistemological posture, theory 

development, theoretical framework, conceptual framework, research design and 

significance of the study. 

 

1.2 Background and Context 

The resurgence of interest in positive leadership may be attributable to perceived benefits in 

the overall organisational culture and performance; for example, servant leadership is based 

on a selfless approach to leading which promotes the followers’ growth both personally and 

professionally (Mutia & Muthamia, 2016:131). Empirical studies of servant leadership 

suggest a positive correlation between servant leadership and diverse factors such as 

follower engagement, commitment to change, customer service focus, and team 

effectiveness (Eva, Robin, Sendjaya, van Dierendonck, & Liden, 2019:119, 121).  

 

Furthermore, authentic leaders are described as consistently acting in accordance with their 

personal beliefs, values, motives, and sentiments (Banks, McCauley, Gardner & Guler, 

2016:635). Authentic leadership may foster increased follower trust, enhanced engagement, 

and workplace well-being (Day, Fleenor, Atwater, Sturm, & McKee, 2014:69). On the other 

hand, transformational leaders inspire followers with a compelling vision of the future and 

motivate them through coaching and mentoring efforts to achieve their developmental goals 
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(Kets de Vries, Sexton & Ellen, 2016: 13).  The benefits of this leadership style were reported 

to include improved task performance, increased job satisfaction, reduced turnover 

intentions and reduced burnout amongst followers (Banks et al., 2016:646).  

 

In contrast, the literature on negative leadership is increasingly receiving the attention of 

human capital development researchers. Negative leadership may be described as abusive, 

destructive, dark, dysfunctional, bullying, narcissistic, psychopathic, derailed, tyrannical and 

toxic (Nyberg 2016:62; Roter, 2017:7). In as much as there are varied definitions of negative 

leadership, most descriptions underscore similar detrimental consequences to the people 

and the organisations that are exposed to this leadership phenomenon (Lipman-Blumen, 

2005). The primary focus of the study was to examine the extent to which human resources 

practices may contribute towards toxic leadership in organisations and therefore it is 

pertinent to further discuss the prevailing definitions of negative leadership.  

 

1.2.1 Definitions of negative leadership 

A synopsis of some popular definitions of negative leadership is worth noting. Shufelt and 

Longenecker (2017:2) refer to toxic leadership as, “a combination of self-centred attitudes, 

motivations, and behaviours that have adverse effects on subordinates, the organisation, and 

mission performance. Toxic leaders consistently use dysfunctional behaviours to deceive, 

intimidate, coerce, or unfairly punish others to get what they want for themselves”. This type 

of leadership, therefore, does not promote organisation health and productivity. 

 

Mathieu and Babiak (2016:102) refer to abusive supervision as, “the sustained display of 

hostile verbal and nonverbal behaviours, excluding physical contact”.  Similarly, Mehta and 

Maheshwari (2014:20) describe toxic leadership as, “a series of purposeful and deliberate 

behaviours and acts of a leader that disrupt the effective functioning of the organisation and 

are intended to manoeuvre, deceive, intimidate and humiliate others with the objective of 

personal gains”.  

 

Another pertinent definition of toxic leadership is espoused by Lipman-Blumen (2010:2) who 

refers to toxic leaders as destructive in their behaviours and notes that their dysfunctional 

personal qualities or characteristics can inflict serious and enduring harm on the individuals, 

groups, organisations, communities and even the nations that they lead.  
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From the above descriptions, it is clear that most narratives of negative leadership explain 

the behaviours of the leaders. In this proposal the term “toxic” leadership is preferred over 

the other terms. Veldsman (2016:745) provides a comprehensive definition of toxic 

leadership based on the Greek origin of the word toxikon which means “poison arrow”. He 

refers to toxic leadership as “ongoing, deliberate, intentional actions ([shooting of] the 

“arrow”) by a leader(ship) to undermine the sense of dignity, self-worth and efficacy of an 

individual(s) (the “poison”), resulting in destructive, devaluing, and demeaning work 

experiences.” It is for this reason that the description toxicity is preferred, since it is a poison 

that spreads slowly in the organisation and leaves enduring effects that are not immediately 

visible (Singh, Dev & Sengupta, 2017:115). The consequences of toxic leadership may be dire 

if no appropriate intervening measures are put in place by the human resource professionals. 

 

1.2.2 Consequences of Toxic Leadership 

The phenomenon of toxic leadership is becoming a growing concern around the world, as 

Tavanti (2011:134) asserts, since toxic leadership creates a demoralising, dehumanising and 

fearful atmosphere that may drive the organisation into paralysis. The impact of toxic 

leadership must be explored from both the individual and organisational perspectives. The 

most obvious manifestation of toxic leadership at an individual level is when followers or 

employees tend to demonstrate negative attitudes towards their jobs (Schyns & Schilling, 

2013:149). Generally, followers experience feelings of desperation, incompetence, 

embarrassment, guilt and shame (Roter, 2017:13). These feelings result in psychological 

distress such as depression, emotional exhaustion, high turnover intentions and lower job 

performance (Nevicka, De Hoogh, Den Hartog & Belschak, 2018:6; Kipfelsberger & Kark, 

2018:9). Kipfelsberger and Kark (2018:9) add that toxic leaders who possess dark triad 

tendencies may negatively affect employees, thereby contributing to employee 

disengagement.  

 

At an organisation level, Roter (2017:13) contends that toxic leadership leads to an increase 

in absenteeism and loss of productivity. Consequently, followers tend to be disillusioned and 

perceive the organisation to be less caring. Mehta and Maheshwari (2014:21) attribute 

increased counterproductive work behaviours to negative leadership. Some overt behaviours 

may include followers who feel a sense of injustice and may consequently retaliate in the 
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form of deviant behaviour such as providing inaccurate information, being uncooperative to 

co-workers, aggression, theft, and sabotage (Nevicka et al., 2018:11). 

 

Padilla, Hogan and Kaiser (2007) aptly capture the essence of toxic leadership by asserting 

that narcissistic leaders create both positive and negative outcomes for the organisation, 

even though the positive outcomes are short-lived. Narcissistic leaders are more likely to 

initiate organisational expansion efforts such as mergers and acquisitions and 

internationalisation (Braun, 2017:17). While these actions may appear positive, over time the 

continued efforts of such leaders to draw attention to themselves can lead to unsustainable 

“window dressing”, thereby placing the company’s reputation at risk (Braun, 2017:15). 

Against this backdrop, the role of human resources in curtailing the risk and potential impact 

of toxic leadership cannot be underestimated. 

 

1.2.3 The role of Human Resources in Toxic Leadership  

Many authors suggest that the human resources (HR) professional is well positioned to 

identify and address issues of toxicity in the organisation. Ulrich, Brockbank, Johnson, 

Sandholtz and Younger (2008:5-6) contend that human resources professionals are 

specialists in people management processes and will provide advice to others on how to 

achieve results through effective people practices. According to Reimer, Feuerstein, Meighan 

and Kelly (2017:15), the human resources function plays a central role in defining and 

developing the organisation’s leadership and has first-hand knowledge of leadership gaps. 

This viewpoint is further expanded by Catley, Blackwood, Forsyth and Tappin (2012:101) who 

add that the human resource professional is responsible for several organisational practices 

and processes that are key to the prevention and management of workplace bullying.  

 

Webster, Brough and Daly (2016:189) highlight the employee wellness role of human 

resources professionals, which includes, but is not limited to, identifying stressed employees 

attributable to abusive supervision, by analysing data from grievances, anecdotal feedback, 

reduced engagement and increased absenteeism.  Mokgolo (2017:133) argues further, in 

agreement with Webster (ibid), that human resources professionals perform multiple roles 

to address and manage workplace bullying, such as trustworthy listener, impartial 

investigator, management advisor and facilitator or enforcer of management decisions. 

However, given all these perspectives there is limited research on the role of human 
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resources professionals in addressing toxicity in the organisation leadership (Catley et al., 

2012:100). It is therefore important for human resource practices to support and enhance a 

nurturing leadership culture for organisational sustainability. 

 

1.2.4 Human resource practices to support a leadership culture.  

Human resources practices may be conceived as an encompassing term which alludes to any 

activities, tasks, policies, processes, procedures and decisions for managing people within 

the organisation (Ulrich, et al., 2008:4). Human resources as a strategic partner assist in 

creating, moulding and building future leaders which drives business strategy (Ulrich & 

Dulebohn, 2015:195).  Over time these repetitive behaviours eventually form part of the 

culture which encourages positive or toxic leadership in the organisation. Implicit in this 

assertion is that human resources practices in leadership development must be effectively 

managed so that toxic behaviours are recognised and addressed before they have a 

significant impact on the organisation’s culture.  

 

The Global Leadership Forecast (2018) identifies two HR practices which are necessary for 

organisations, namely the importance of developing the next level of leaders in 

organisations, and secondly, attracting and retaining talent. Both activities are associated 

with building the organisation’s leadership capabilities. HR should thus adopt an 

organisation-wide approach to leadership development and not be confined to developing 

individual competencies (Ulrich et al., 2015:195).   

 

Considering the above discussion, the term HR practices is used throughout this paper to 

refer to any processes, tasks, and responsibilities that are carried out by HR professionals. In 

addition, there are three roles that HR must embrace to support and strengthen the 

leadership culture of the organisation: 

 

a.  Build capability, which refers to the ability to identify, diagnose and improve 

organisation capabilities so that the organisation’s culture is aligned to its strategy.  

b. Be a credible activist who communicates clearly and consistently with integrity and builds 

relationships by fulfilling commitments.  

c. Be a change champion responsible for “crafting the culture, facilitating change, 

personalising culture and enacting the culture” (Ulrich, 2008:95).  
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It is worth noting that HR professionals can be placed in a paradoxical situation where they 

overextend themselves in one role at the expense of another (Gerpott, 2015:222). For 

instance, the HR professional may be required to represent management interests while at 

the same time advocating for the interests of employees as the employee advocate.  

 

In an effort to affirm the HR function as a valued contributor in the organisation, the HR 

professional may avoid addressing the credible activist role to appease the management 

agenda (Fox & Cowan, 2015:119; Gerpott, 2015:218). These paradoxical situations could 

have the potential for toxic outcomes since the HR professional is required to fulfil both roles 

which appear to be in conflict with each other.    

 

1.3 Ontology 

The researcher spent 19 years working as an HR practitioner in several private and publicly 

listed organisations and holds a degree in human resources management. During this time, 

the researcher occupied various positions within the HR function which included the direct 

management of end-to-end HR processes, such as, effecting changes to HR rules to achieve 

the organisation’s goals. The HR rules are put in place to ensure fairness and consistency in 

the organisation and as such protect the rights of all employees.  

 

HR professionals are social beings who want to feel they belong or fit into the organisation 

and may thus be vulnerable to the pressure of belonging, and inadvertently amend HR 

practices. The researcher has also been exposed to similar work pressures where the 

opportunity to circumvent established HR practices is encouraged so that organisations can 

achieve results in a shorter period. HR practices tend to be bureaucratic and are required to 

be aligned to a complex South African compliance and regulatory framework (Parkes & Davis, 

2013). These slow turnaround times can frustrate the organisational leaders who desire quick 

results and therefore exert pressure on HR professionals to relax or ignore existing protocols. 

 

The researcher’s interactions with other HR professionals and different environments 

presents a unique research opportunity to explore how gaps in HR practices can lead to toxic 

outcomes for the organisation. The researcher has developed certain biases resulting from 

work experiences in the private sector. These biases are that HR professionals will 
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compromise HR practices to ensure their own job security and career progression and that 

navigating paradoxes is a business issue that should be explored by both HR and the 

organisational leaders, rather than HR submitting to business demands.  

 

An ontological approach of relativism was applicable to this study since different HR 

experiences within different environments could result in toxic leadership outcomes.  

Relativism is premised on multiple realities and perspectives (Andrews, 2016:1) in order to 

gain a deeper understanding of an issue. A relativist ontology asserts that the reality of a 

given situation is constructed within the human mind (Andrews, 2016:1) based on the 

individual’s experience of that situation. Each individual who is exposed to a given situation 

will create a version of that experience within their mind (Moon & Blackman, 2014:4). In 

agreement with this notion, Moon and Blackman (2014:5) argue that every individual is 

influenced by emotions, cultural background, social norms, and experiences and decisions 

will be informed by these elements. This means that two individuals can experience the same 

situation but due to their specific circumstances may arrive at different conclusions. 

Therefore, both perspectives and realities are equally valid, and no perspective or reality can 

hold greater significance than the other (Andrews, 2016:1).   

  

A relativist ontology is applicable to studying the influence of HR practices on toxic leadership 

since the nature of HR work can be paradoxical (O’Brien & Linehan, 2014:1259) and may 

result in multiple perspectives. The study would have to consider how role conflict may result 

in toxic leadership outcomes considering that there are competing demands placed on the 

HR professional to balance organisational expectations with employee needs (O’Brien & 

Linehan, 2014:1260). Additionally, the opportunity for intra-role conflict exists where there 

is a clash of values of HR professionalism (O’Brien & Linehan, 2014:1260).  

 

1.4 Problem statement 

The HR professional is confronted with paradoxes daily which creates situations that may 

lead to toxic outcomes for organisations. The researcher was particularly interested in toxic 

leadership and its impact on people and their organisations. There was an apparent gap in 

the literature on how HR professionals can influence a culture of toxic leadership in the 

organisation. Some research exists regarding the role of HR professionals and their attempts 

to address workplace bullying (Fox & Cowan, 2015; Harrington, Warren, & Rayner, 2013; 
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Makgolo, 2017) but in general, toxic leadership is under-researched in South Africa. The 

purpose of this study was to contribute to the existing body of knowledge on toxic leadership. 

More specifically, the study intended to develop an in-depth understanding of how HR 

practices can contribute to toxic leadership in organisations. The research problem 

formulated was that there is an apparent gap in the literature on how HR professionals can 

influence a culture of toxic leadership in the organisation. 

 

1.5 Research Aim and Objectives 

The aim of this research was to identify gaps in HR practices which contribute to the increase 

of toxic leadership in organisations. As an outcome of this study, a list of proposed solutions 

was recommended to address the gaps identified. The following research objectives 

intended to facilitate the achievement of the aim:  

 

1. To investigate the various leadership styles which are prevalent globally and in South 

African organisations 

2. To assess how particular leadership styles prevent South African organisations from 

achieving their goals 

3. To examine the contributory factors that enable toxic leadership by HR 

professionals. 

4. To identify the gaps in HR practices that contribute to toxic leadership, and   

5. To recommend solutions to address these gaps in HR practices.  

 

1.6 Research Questions 

The primary research question was, “How do HR practices contribute to toxic leadership in 

organisations?” 

  

The secondary questions posed for this study were the following:  

1. What leadership paradigms/styles are prevalent globally and in South African 

organisations?  

2. How do leadership styles prohibit South African organisations from achieving their 

goals? 

3.  What are the contributory factors to toxic leadership which HR professionals 

support? 
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4. How can Human Resources professionals address the gaps in their practices to 

discount the role they play in toxic leadership? 

5. What recommendations can be made to address the gaps in HR practices? 

 

The research aim, objectives and questions are summarised in Table 1-1 below. 
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Table 1-1: Research Aim and Objectives 

Research Problem: 

The problem this study intends to address is that there is an apparent gap in the literature 

on how HR professionals can influence a culture of toxic leadership in the organisation. 

Aim of the study:  

To identify gaps in HR practices which 

contribute to the development of toxic 

leadership in organisations.  

Primary Research Question: 

How do HR practices contribute to toxic 

leadership in organisations? 

 

Objectives: 

1. To investigate the various leadership 

styles which are prevalent globally 

and in South African organisations. 

 

2. To assess how particular leadership 

styles prohibit South African 

organisations from achieving their 

goals?  

 

3. To examine the contributory factors 

that enable toxic leadership by HR 

professionals. 

 

4. To identify the gaps in human 

resource practices that contribute to 

the growth of toxic leadership.  

 

5. To recommend solutions to address 

gaps in HR practices that contribute 

to toxic leadership. 

Secondary Research Questions: 

1. What leadership paradigms/styles are 

prevalent globally and in South African 

organisations? 

 

2. How do certain leadership styles prohibit 

South African organisations from 

achieving their goals?  

 

3. What are the contributory factors to toxic 

leadership which HR professionals 

support? 

 

4. How can Human Resources professionals 

address the gaps in their practices to 

discount the role they play in toxic 

leadership? 

 

5. What recommendations can be made to 

address the gaps in HR practices that 

contribute to toxic leadership? 
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1.7 Epistemology  

Epistemology is the study of knowledge and refers to how people “know what they know” 

(Creswell, 2013:20).  Ritchie and Lewis (2003:13) describe it as ways of knowing about the 

world and learning about the social world. A branch of epistemology referred to as social 

constructivism is concerned with individuals seeking out knowledge about the world in which 

they live and work (Creswell, 2007:20). This approach offers a subjective interpretation of 

the world which means that researchers do not seek answers in a rigid manner (Thanh & 

Thanh, 2015:25), but rather through the varied perspectives of people affected by the social 

phenomenon. The constructivist researcher obtains knowledge by playing an interactive role 

(Creswell, 2007:21), which results in “multiple constructed realities through the shared 

investigation by the researcher and the participants” (Ritchie & Lewis, 2003:12). Therefore, 

the researcher and participants co-create or construct the meaning of the social 

phenomenon. The constructivist researcher is not able to maintain an unbiased role in the 

study. The researcher considers any personal biases or opinions of the phenomenon which 

is informed by historical background and experiences (Creswell, 2007:21). These biases 

influence the interpretation of the phenomenon which is negotiated with the participants to 

formulate a joint interpretation (Ritchie & Lewis, 2003:13). 

 

Since constructivist researchers are reliant on the participants’ opinions of a social 

phenomenon, a qualitative approach is required to conduct this study. Creswell (2007:48) 

further contends that qualitative research is used “to develop theories when partial or 

inadequate theories exist for certain populations”, “or existing theories do not adequately 

capture the complexity of the problem we are examining”. Consequently, toxic leadership is 

a complex social issue, and there seems to be insufficient knowledge to define the role HR 

could play. Given the researcher’s background in human resources, a constructivist approach 

was applied to the study. The situations of toxicity are therefore jointly interpreted with the 

participants to produce an inductive argument to identify any gaps in the HR practices. 

 

1.8 Theory Development  

An inductive approach is usually associated with qualitative research studies and contrasts 

the deductive approach which is applicable to studies that aim to establish if data is 

consistent with previous theories (Thomas, 2006). The inductive approach is applied to this 

study, since the researcher wanted to interpret data based on discussions or observations of 
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the phenomenon and as a result consolidate the significant themes into a possible theory 

(Thomas, 2006). In respect of this study, the data gathered from the research participants 

were analysed and clustered into themes. Thomas (2006) states that emerging themes, 

aligned to the research objectives, are inspected to determine their relevance. Consequently, 

the significant themes are presented in a discussion format and supported with extracts or 

text from the data collected to propose a theory.  

 

1.9 Theoretical Framework  

The framework informing this study was based on theories of leadership and was relevant to 

gain a deeper understanding of toxic leadership. Four main areas, namely trait theories, 

behavioural theories, situational theories and lastly, the theory of power bases are discussed.  

 

1.9.1 Trait Theory of Leadership 

The trait theory emerged in the twentieth century and presupposed that all good leaders 

shared a set of preferred traits and influenced others to achieve group or organisational 

goals. This theory echoed the ‘great man theory’, which asserted that all leaders possessed 

inherent qualities that made them great (Nawaz, Khan & Khan, 2016). The argument for a 

trait approach to leadership has been supported by research on the big five personality traits, 

which found that certain personality traits to be predictive of effective leadership (Day et al., 

2014; Nyberg, 2016). Conversely, the research alluded to some traits which display a dark 

side, for example narcissism and charisma (Nevicka et al., 2018), and which may be linked to 

toxic leadership outcomes (Padilla et al., 2007). Notably, the traits theories have been 

criticised for being simplistic and not taking the contextual factors into account (Nyberg, 

2016), such as the leader’s interaction with their followers and environments. Ross, 

Matteson and Exposito (2014) also confirmed that some leader traits are only active in an 

environmental setting.  

 

1.9.2 Behavioural Theory of Leadership  

The focal point of the behavioural theory places emphasis on leader actions and behaviours. 

The premise of this theory was that traits are learned behaviours which can be developed in 

leaders (Ross et al., 2014). This means that leaders can be taught to manage their behaviours 

differently to achieve certain outcomes.  Behavioural theory is important because it allows 

leaders to demonstrate positive behaviours. The outcomes of such behaviours may be 
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viewed as either positive or negative as indicated by Padilla et al., (2007) and is dependent 

on the perceptions of followers whether the outcomes are deemed to be good or bad 

(Nevicka et al., 2018).  

 

1.9.3 Situational Leadership Theory 

Situational leadership implies that the leader adjusts her or his behaviour to the particular 

social circumstances (McCleskey, 2014).  This theory differs from the trait theory in that the 

leader may be required to use different traits in order to achieve desired results from their 

teams. Nawaz et al. (2016) contend that the leader is required to respond to the situation 

and to adjust her or his behaviour or style between the task-oriented and relationship-

oriented approach. Task-oriented leaders would define the roles, instructions, and 

communication channels for followers. In contrast, relationship-oriented leaders focus 

attention on the personal well-being and the relationship with the follower (McCleskey, 

2014). Some scholars have criticised the situational leadership theory for its similarities to 

behavioural theory. The leader will make use of different behaviours depending on the 

behaviour of the follower, their maturity level, and the task situation to achieve the needed 

outcomes (Ross et al., 2014). 

 

1.9.4 Power Bases in Leadership 

According to Elias (2008:268), French and Raven introduced the theory of power in 1959 and 

described power as the capacity of a person to exert influence over another in order to 

achieve desired outcomes. An individual is able to exert power over another by using 

different influence tactics to achieve results. Ross et al. (2014:16) describes leadership as the 

utilisation of power to effect a change in the employee’s behaviour. From this perspective 

any person can have power over another as long as they are able to influence him or her. 

This also implies that the person exercising the power does not need a leadership title to 

exercise influence over another.  

 

French and Raven (Elias, 2008:268) describe six bases of power that are used to exercise 

control over others: 

a) Legitimate power is referred to as the formal right to make demands and exercise 

control by virtue of the position or title the person holds. This is also referred to as 

positional power.  
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b) Expert power is the ability of a person to exercise specialist knowledge or skills.  

c) Coercive power is used to threaten punishment if the follower does not comply with an 

instruction.  

d) Reward power is used to exercise control over others through the provision of 

incentives. 

e) Information power is the ability to control information that others may need to 

accomplish a task. 

f) Referent power is evident when a follower admires and respects an individual due to 

their charismatic qualities and may want to emulate the person.  

 

The power theory is an applicable framework used to describe how HR professionals can 

utilise the different power bases, whether consciously or unconsciously, to achieve desired 

outcomes. The potential for abuse of power is high, especially if the HR professional has the 

propensity to demonstrate behaviours considered to be toxic. HR professionals hold power 

pertaining to people management practices, because they are required to create and advise 

on effective processes for managing people. As a result, their roles are granted particular 

authority in the organisation (Krasikova, Green & Le Breton, 2013:1327). This is an example 

of how HR holds legitimate power in the organisation.  

 

Coercive power can be applied to compel compliance whereby HR professionals could 

threaten disciplinary action if an HR rule is not adhered to. An example of information power 

being used by HR professionals is through the use of confidential or sensitive information 

required to achieve desired organisational outcomes. Ross et al. (2014:20) contend that how 

the information is used can create a culture of distrust and exclusion and is a form of control 

over others. This implies that access to sensitive or confidential information can be abused 

which may result in toxic outcomes for the organisation.  This potential abuse of power can 

explain how some HR-related decisions or actions could be perceived as toxic.  

 

The theoretical frameworks serve to provide a foundation for this research study. These 

theories do not account for the contextual or environmental factors and the behavioural 

attributes of followers which contribute to toxic leadership.  Schyns et al. (2013:151) state 

that earlier leadership theories which focused on positive leadership traits and behaviours 

overlooked these two factors. This argument is further supported by Padilla et al. (2007) who 
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proposed the toxic triangle as a model for understanding leadership through the interaction 

of leaders and their followers within a conducive environment.  

 

1.10 Conceptual Framework  

The ‘toxic triangle’ developed by Padilla et al. (2007) is the conceptual framework that will 

guide this study. The triangle, represented in Figure 1-1 below, is used to describe three 

elements which, in combination, are likely to result in destructive organisational outcomes. 

They further describe toxic leadership as involving control and coercion rather than 

persuasion and commitment. An overview of the three elements, referred to as the 

destructive leaders, susceptible followers, and conducive environments, are described.  

 

The characteristics of a destructive leader include, inter alia, charisma, a personalised need 

for power, narcissism, negative life history and an ideology of hate. These leaders have 

charismatic personalities and are ambitious in the pursuit of their goals. They tend to seek 

out positions of power and influence where their self-importance can be elevated. They 

justify the need for power by identifying a perceived or real external threat to their followers.  

 

Susceptible followers are described as either conformers or colluders. Conformers accept the 

authority of toxic leaders, obey the instructions of the leader and due to their unsatisfied 

needs, they are vulnerable to the leader’s influence. On the other hand, colluders support 

the agenda and contribute to the vision of the toxic leader in an effort to advance their 

personal goals. The third element of the triangle is the environmental context and outlines 

four important factors which contribute to destructive outcomes: the extent of instability 

within the organisation; the perceptions by followers of an external threat; the influence of 

cultural values; and lastly, the absence of checks and balances to guard against 

mismanagement and managerial indiscretion. 
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Figure 1-1: The Toxic Triangle (Padilla et al., 2007:180) 

 

Considering Figure 1-1 above, Padilla et al. (2007:179) argue that any one of the elements or 

a combination of the environment, leader and follower behaviours can lead to toxic 

leadership. The study explores how the toxic triangle could unfold within the HR context. The 

behaviours of HR professionals will be examined to determine how their personal agendas 

may conflict with their job responsibilities, including their ethical role in the organisation. The 

study assesses the possibility of HR professionals being susceptible followers and loyal in 

their contributions to the organisation’s strategic goals (O’Brien & Linehan, 2014:1259), but 

unaware of the political agendas that can derail the achievement of the goals.  

 

HR professionals may also play a conformist role by submitting to the organisational demands 

in order to be regarded as valued contributors. Personality dispositions such as low self-

esteem, a need for belonging, and a reluctance to challenge authority figures can compel HR 

professionals to avoid confronting toxic leaders (Nevicka et al., 2018). As such, the HR 

professional would adopt a conformist role in the organisation.  
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Environmental forces such as ineffective policies and weak management values could be so 

overwhelming that an individual may feel coerced to align their behaviours accordingly and 

thus condone a toxic environment. The context of HR is one of legislative compliance in South 

African organisations, and therefore inadequate practices linked to compliance may be a 

contributing factor to toxic leadership.  

 

1.11 Research Design 

A qualitative case study was implemented using a combination of literature analysis and 

phenomenological methods to answer the research question: How do HR practices 

contribute to toxic leadership in organisations? Phenomenological methods are appropriate 

for studying HR professionals since the study intends to elicit information about their “lived 

experiences” and ascertain how they have interpreted these experiences. Creswell (2007:24) 

argues that qualitative research is applied to understand the subjective meaning of people’s 

experiences and to explore the complexity of the opinions that people have towards these 

experiences. A constructivist philosophy was adopted since the researcher played an 

interactive role in the research process and this philosophy was aligned to the research 

design. According to Creswell (2007:48), the constructivist researcher is inclined to share 

their experiences with the participants and as a consequence engages with the participants 

to construct interpretations of their lived experiences.  

 

1.11.1 Sampling  

Non-probability sampling methods are relevant to qualitative studies and are applied to 

select a sample based on judgement rather than on it being statistically representative 

(Sharma, 2017). In this study a combination of such sampling methods was used to identify 

suitable HR professionals. Stratified purposive sampling is an intentional method of recruiting 

HR professionals to participate in the study (Sharma, 2017). This method is applied to reflect 

an adequate representation of the population being studied and the participants are 

recruited against a set of criteria for inclusion to the study. If stratified purposive sampling 

does not produce an appropriate sample size, then snowballing will be applied to recruit 

additional participants. The snowballing method relies on initial research participants 

referring other possible participants to be included in the study (Woodley & Lockard, 2016).  
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1.11.2 Data Collection  

Semi-structured interviews were used to collect data from the HR professionals. This method 

is normally used in qualitative studies (Jamshed, 2014:1). A draft set of questions was 

compiled, and a pilot exercise undertaken to determine the appropriateness of questions 

and the overall process. Adjustments were made to the data collection process based on the 

pilot findings. All data was recorded using online meeting facilities and a reflection journal 

was used to make personal notes about any thoughts or biases the researcher had to 

consider. 

 

1.11.3 Data Analyses 

The data was transcribed verbatim and managed with care to maintain the anonymity of 

participants. The researcher applied the Braun and Clark method in analysing the data, where 

the data was first transcribed, she familiarised herself with the data to create codes, and 

thereafter categories and themes were developed based on the codes (Damayanthi, 2019). 

The preliminary themes were shared with other researchers to validate the interpretative 

understanding of themes and the relationship to the research question. At the conclusion of 

the data analysis a suggested theory of HR professionals and their contributions to toxic 

leadership was proposed. 

 

1.12 Significance of the Study 

While there is extensive literature on the concept of toxic leadership, there has been limited 

research undertaken on the role of the HR function therein. Furthermore, toxic leadership is 

under-researched in the South African context.  HR professionals are required to manage 

divergent expectations and meet the needs of multiple stakeholders which may create 

conflict for the HR professional (O’Brien & Linehan, 2014). The HR professional is also 

responsible for creating and driving an appropriate leadership culture that reflects the 

organisation’s requirements.  It is assumed that HR professionals must hold themselves to a 

higher standard because of their expertise in people practices, and where they may be 

required to fulfil a line manager role. Consequently, the HR professional should be able to 

recognise their role in condoning or supporting toxic leadership before it severely impacts on 

business performance. This study contributes to the phenomenon of toxic leadership in the 

South African context and seeks to provide a more nuanced understanding of how HR 

practices are likely to contribute to toxic leadership. 
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1.13 Chapter Summary 

Chapter 1 examined how the HR function, through its practices, plays a role in contributing 

to a culture where toxic leadership is perpetuated. This chapter introduced the concept of 

toxic leadership and examined its varied descriptions and manifestations. The negative 

impacts of toxic leadership are explained in respect of how they affect individual and 

organisational productivity. In addition, the ontological foundation of the study was provided 

to describe the logic for a qualitative study. Finally, the theoretical lens of leadership provides 

structure to the study and includes the conceptual framework used to guide the direction of 

the study.  

 

1.14 Overview of subsequent chapters  

A brief overview of the subsequent chapters is provided below: 

Chapter 2 provides a literature review of the key concepts pertaining to the concepts of toxic 

leadership and HR professionals. The intention is to identify any gaps and supporting 

arguments of the problem and to strengthen the hypothesis of this research study.    

 

Chapter 3 explains the research design and methods used to collect and analyse the data 

amongst HR professionals, with the aim of answering the research questions.  

 

Chapter 4 provides a detailed discussion of the findings based on the analysed data. The 

findings are connected to any theories that were discussed in the literature and will be 

positioned in the context of the potential contribution to the larger body of knowledge on 

toxic leadership.  

 

Chapter 5 presents the conclusions of the research. The main points covered in the previous 

chapters are discussed and answers to the research questions that were set out in chapter 1 

are included. Any practical implications of the research and future research topics are 

addressed in this section.  
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Chapter 2  

Literature Review 

 

 

2.1 Introduction 

This chapter provides a synthesis of the literature on the concepts of toxic leadership and the 

role of Human Resource (HR) professionals in organisations.  Given the multitude of 

leadership styles in the literature, the chapter intends to contribute to this expanding body 

of knowledge but with an emphasis on negative leadership styles. The aim of the literature 

review is informed by the two research objectives, namely, 

 

I. To investigate the various leadership styles which are prevalent globally and in South 

African organisations. 

II. To assess how particular leadership styles prohibit South African organisations from 

achieving their organisational goals.  

 

The first sub-section of the discussion focuses on the prevalent leadership styles globally and 

in South Africa. The next sub-section will be centred on toxic leadership perspectives. The 

subsequent sub-sections present an overview of the role of HR in developing leaders and the 

paradoxical nature of the role of the HR professional, as well as the ethical circumstances 

resulting from such paradoxes.   

 

2.2 Prevalent leadership styles around the globe  

Leadership has dominated management and research literature for many years (Inyang, 

2013; Al-Malki & Juan, 2018), including a range of descriptions that have been conceptualised 

to explain the influence of leadership styles on an organisation’s success (Anderson & Sun, 

2017). Leadership styles are influenced by the leader’s personality traits and behaviours 

which, in turn, has an impact on the employees’ behavioural attitudes and the overall team 

performance (Boddy, 2017). Castaño et al (2015) contends that societal values and cultural 

norms become ingrained in people’s behaviours, and that these subsequently define the 

leadeship style that is appropriate for a specific work context. This point is evidenced in the 

Global Leadership and Organisational Behaviour Effectiveness (GLOBE) project which 
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examines organisational and societal cultural influences on leadership style and preferred 

leadership behaviours (Veiss, 2016). The study confirms that a leader’s style is important for 

determining the team and organisational success. An assumption is also made that some 

styles may be preferred over others to achieve desired outcomes. Therefore, it is essential to 

understand the different leadership styles,which include transactional and transformational 

styles that may influence organisational performance (Al-Malki & Juan, 2018). It is useful to 

provide a description of the more noteworthy leadership styles discussed in the literature. 

These styles may not be applicable across the different countries but appear to be the most 

cited in the relevant literature. 

 

2.2.1 Transformational Leadership Style 

Transformational leadership has been the most researched topic of all the leadership 

theories as purported by Banks et al. (2016). Nawaz et al. (2016) explains that 

transformational leaders aim to convince others to set aside their self-interest and work 

towards achieving higher order needs as defined by Maslow’s hierarchy (Maslow, 1943). 

Banks et al. (2016) describes the transformational leader as being charismatic and inspiring 

people by means of creating compelling visions, which gives the followers a sense of purpose. 

This style comprises four dimensions used to describe a transformational leader (Anderson 

& Sun, 2017:78),namely, 

 

i. Charisma or idealised influence which refers to the degree to which the leader 

behaves in an admirable manner.  

ii. Inspirational motivation which is the degree to which a leader articulates a 

compelling vision and inspires followers to take up the journey. 

iii. Intellectual stimulation which alludes to the extent to which the leader takes risks, 

challenges assumptions, listens to and encourages creativity in her or his teams. 

iv. Individualised consideration which is the degree to which the leader treats each 

person as an individual with their own unique needs and acts as a mentor or coach 

to them.   

  

2.2.2 Autocratic Leadership Style 

Autocratic leaders are typically seen as “tough-minded, who assume full responsibility for 

decision making and policy for both individuals and groups” (Castaño et al., 2015:585). These 
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leaders are the sole decision-makers and people are usually reluctant to overstep the 

boundaries under their leadership. Al-Malki and Juan (2018) further note that these leaders 

generally make decisions without consulting their people or followers. Environments that 

enjoy an autocratic style seem to have a high regard for the hierarchy and respect the chain 

of command without question (Castaño et al., 2015). It should be noted that this leadership 

style can be related to negative leadership, especially when leaders demonstrate a 

combination of dysfunctional characteristics resulting in unfavourable circumstances for the 

organisation (Laguda, 2020). These dysfunctional characteristics will be discussed in the 

subsequent sections. 

 

2.2.3 Transactional Leadership Style 

Transactional leadership is defined as the style where the leader rewards or punishes the 

employees for the tasks completed (Al-Malki & Juan, 2018). These leaders tend to set out 

performance expectations and specify the requirements for task completion that is linked to 

a reward system (George, Chiba & Scheepers, 2017). Nawaz et al. (2016) describes three 

components of a transactional leadership style, namely contingent reward, management-by-

exception (active) and management-by-exception (passive). The aforementioned definition 

describes contingent reward.  Active leaders are proactive and take corrective steps to 

manage behaviour, whereas passive leaders wait for the behaviour to result in a problem 

before taking action (Anderson & Sun, 2017).  

 

2.2.4 Servant Leadership Style 

Servant leadership is premised on the fact that leaders serve the people who follow them 

(Ross et al., 2014).  Nawaz et al. (2016) clarifies this notion of servanthood and maintains that 

leaders should be stewards (servants) of the organisation’s vision and not a servant of the 

people only. The leaders must therefore ensure that they can align the organisation’s vision 

to the needs of the people. Servant leadership is an empowering style because it emphasises 

the importance of the individual and ensures that the individual’s highest priority needs are 

met (Kgatle, 2018) and that this leadership style appears to have a positive effect on both 

employee and organisational performance (Anderson & Sun, 2017). The dominant leadership 

styles employed in countries around the world are addressed in the subsequent sections.  
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2.2.5 Western countries  

Western countries tend to employ both democratic and autocratic leadership styles (Peus, 

Braun & Knipfer, 2015). Charismatic leadership appears to be impactful in the Western 

countries, including Australia, New Zealand and Western European countries (Veiss, 2016). 

Merino (2016) argues that servant leadership appears to be a growing trend in the United 

States, and that employees appear to prefer a transformational leadership style (Eresia-Eke 

& Mabasa, 2018). Yahaya and Ebrahim (2016) contend that leaders who combine both 

transactional and transformational styles appear to be more effective since they are able to 

adapt their style depending on the situation. Nevertheless, the leadership styles are varied, 

and no distinct style is evident across the Western countries; instead, the leaders have learnt 

to adapt their styles to the given context. This suggests that a situational leadership approach 

is preferred so that leaders are able to effectively achieve their desired outcomes.  

 

2.2.6 Eastern European Countries 

According to Veiss (2016), the GLOBE study leadership profile for Eastern Europe described 

the leaders as highly autonomous, independent decision-makers who are to a certain extent 

team-oriented and attentive to the needs of the people. Russian leaders appear to share 

power with their subordinates by delegating lower-level decision-making, but executive 

decisions remain vested with senior leaders (Whyte & Auala, 2018). This autocratic style is 

attributed to the historical paternalism advocated in the socialist ideology in Eastern Europe 

(Veiss, 2016). Consequently, the historical and cultural legacies play an influential role in 

shaping the dominant leadership styles of countries.    

 

2.2.7 Middle Eastern Countries 

These countries seem to have an adaptive style that shifts between transactional and 

transformational leadership, depending on the situation (Whyte & Auala, 2018). However, 

their general behaviours and practices remain aligned to their Islamic principles and values 

(Abi-Raad, 2019).  The initial leadership style was autocratic, but some of the Arabian 

countries appear to have embraced a pro-western approach as a consequence of increased 

globalisation and a multi-national workforce in the region (Abi-Raad, 2019). Leaders have 

embraced some transformational elements such as nurturing people’s strengths, treating 

people as individuals and building trust (Whyte & Auala, 2018). As such, the leaders will apply 
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a combination of autocratic and democratic styles, while remaining committed to their 

cultural practices. 

 

2.2.8 Latin American Countries 

Latin American countries, such as Chile, Argentina, Bolivia and Mexico seem to encourage an 

autocratic style of leading people (Castaño et al., 2015). Traits that describe an autocratic 

leader are that they hold all the decision-making power, tend to enforce their preferred 

approach through excessive discipline and punishment and expect followers to act on their 

instructions without questioning them (Iqbal, Anwar, & Haider, 2015). Latin American 

cultures tend to be group-oriented and have a high regard for personal relationships, while 

respecting the hierarchy and associated authority (Castaño et al., 2015). Hofstede described 

these cultures as collectivist in nature where loyalty and co-operative behaviour that benefits 

the group rather than the individual interests are emphasised (Abi-Raad, 2019). These 

collectivist type countries have to adopt different leadership styles and shift from a 

collectivist to an individualistic approach to remain competitive in an increasingly globalised 

economy (Merino, 2016).  

 

2.2.9 Asian Countries  

Asian countries generally have a paternalistic leadership style that appears to focus strongly 

on the collective group (Peus et al., 2015). China and India in particular demonstrate a 

preference for a task-oriented leadership approach. The leaders believe that leading people 

is about instructing them and teaching them how to accomplish a specific task (Peus et al., 

2015). Chinese leaders view people as important because they contribute to the growth of 

the organisation and therefore need to focus on their development for task and goal 

achievement (King & Zhang, 2014). Whyte and Auala (2018) argue that Chinese leaders tend 

to be paternalistic while demonstrating benevolence towards their subordinates. 

Paternalism is associated with Confucian ideology where people have a high regard for the 

hierarchy (Peus et al., 2015).  

 

Indian leaders are inclined to adopt a task leader approach emphasising the personal 

development and well-being of the team (Peus et al., 2015).  This approach is similar to the 

transactional style of actively managing the development of the people. Although the 

Singaporean leaders are under-researched, there appears to be a paternalistic-relational 
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focus, where managers attend to their employees’ development in both their professional 

and personal lives (Peus et al., 2015).  

 

Finally, the Japanese leadership style is strongly influenced by its paternalistic culture, but is 

slowly shifting towards a more participative leadership style (Whyte & Auala, 2018), 

described as the degree to which leaders involve others in defining and implementing 

decisions (Al-Malki & Juan, 2018). 

 

2.2.10 Sub-Saharan African Countries 

There is a limited understanding of authentic African leadership history since most literature 

has been informed from a colonial perspective (Eresia-Eke & Mabasa, 2018). As a 

consequence of colonialism, African leaders have been exposed to Western leadership 

practices and have adopted these perspectives over time (Whyte & Auala, 2018).  African 

culture is associated with communalism and co-operation amongst people and these 

practices are based on a cultural worldview known as Ubuntu, translated as a people-

focused, humanistic approach (Nzimakwe, 2014).  

 

Ubuntu is a philosophy that governs human relationships and elevates the importance of 

humanness that is rooted in African beliefs and a shared community (Eresia-Eke & Mabasa, 

2018). Ubuntu places emphasis on interdependence, which is commonly expressed as, “I am, 

because we are, and since we are, therefore I am” (Manala, 2014:261). According to Makka 

(2019:82), Ubuntu comprises five people-centred principles: 

 

a) Collective ownership and sharing of opportunities, which means that people are 

encouraged to work together.   

b) Responsibilities and challenges, where collective responsibility is taken for the 

success of the community or organisation.   

c) Placing emphasis on people and relationships over things; Ubuntu supports the 

principles of servant leadership in that the interests of the followers are placed above 

personal interests.  

d) Participatory leadership, where Ubuntu leadership is based on participation, where 

leaders gain the trust and respect of followers by being accountable for resources in 

their control (Kgatle, 2018). 
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e) Decision-making, loyalty and reconciliation is an outcome goal of conflict 

management; everyone contributes to the decision-making process or settling of 

disputes through a tribal council (Nzimakwe, 2014).  

 

Despite the positive views held about Ubuntu, the concept is disparaged by the belief that 

few African leaders actually practise Ubuntu (Whyte & Auala, 2018) and that there is 

insufficient empirical evidence on the effectiveness of Ubuntu (Makka, 2019). Examples of 

where Ubuntu has not served the African people are evident in both Zimbabwe and 

Swaziland. According to Whyte and Auala (2018), these country leaders adopted a 

Machiavellian leadership style as an outcome of colonialisation, where leaders learnt to 

obtain power through duplicitous means.  

 

2.2.11 South Africa 

As explained by Whyte and Auala (2018), there are three dominant styles prevalent in South 

Africa:  

 

a) A Eurocentric approach, which is a Westernised approach to leading people based 

on individualism, self-centred focus, and competition. 

b) The Afrocentric approach, where leaders base their practices on Ubuntu which 

consists of humanism, supportiveness and solidarity among the community.   

c) The synergistic inspirational approach, where leaders employ a combination of 

Western and African practices.  

 

Historically, the South African workplace was focused on production, with less emphasis 

placed on human relations between management and employees (Makka, 2019). As such, 

the dominant style was transactionally focused on fulfilling contractual commitments. 

Following the democratisation of South Africa, leadership styles shifted towards being 

transformational, where a multi-cultural and racially diverse population had to be integrated 

into communities and organisations (Eresia-Eke & Mabasa, 2018).  

 

Some noteworthy empirical studies in South Africa suggest that transformational leadership 

is expanding with strong justification for this leadership style. A small study conducted in 

Nedbank, one of the leading retail banks in South Africa, reported that transformational 
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leadership style was regarded as an effective leadership style (Hoque, 2016). Another study 

conducted in South African state-owned entities revealed that leaders of state-owned 

enterprises applied a transformational leadership approach to leading their teams, as 

perceived by their followers (Eresia-Eke & Mabasa, 2018). A South African study on the 

impact of transformational leadership style has proven to be effective in reducing 

presenteeism (George et al., 2017). Presenteeism is an outcome of toxic leadership 

(Germain, 2018) and is described as employees being distracted by other events at work, 

resulting in reduced productivity (George et al., 2017). Accordingly, transformational 

leadership practices appear to be gaining momentum in South African organisations, albeit 

with limited progress thus far.   

 

Considering that a majority of organisations in South Africa are still managed by white males 

(Whyte & Auala, 2018), a westernised leadership style would be evident in South African 

organisations (Veiss, 2016). These leadership styles may not be favourable in the current 

South African context. Makka (2019) reports that some organisations have adopted Ubuntu 

principles, and include MTN, CIDA City Campus, South African Airways, Eskom, First National 

Bank and Tea Estates in Eastern Highlands. However, the researcher does not share the 

position  that Ubuntu was practised in the state-owned entities such as South African Airways 

and Eskom, given the widely reported issues of corruption, financial maladministration, and 

mismanagement (Mokone, 2018). This therefore suggests that other leadership practices 

were employed in these entities.  Other recent South African examples of failed leadership 

include KPMG, SAP, McKinsey and Steinhoff (Makka, 2019). The leaders involved in these 

scandals may have abused their power and acted unethically for the sake of organisational 

effectiveness or for personal gain (Karakitapoǧlu-Aygün & Gumusluoglu, 2013). This 

destructive leadership type and its associated behaviours needs to be explored further within 

the context of the research objective 2: To assess how particular leadership styles prohibit 

South African organisations from achieving their organisational goals. 

 

2.3 Divergent perspectives of toxic leadership  

The concept of toxic leadership was first introduced by Marcia Whicker in 1996 and described 

these leaders as either maladjusted or malcontent, and often malevolent and malicious 

people (Tavanti, 2011). Over the years more detailed descriptions have been developed and 

indicate that toxic leaders can be described according to their destructive behaviours, 
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typology and outcomes that are inflicted on the people and organisations under their 

leadership. These varied descriptions will be examined in further detail to comprehend the 

circumstances that give rise to toxic leadership.   

 

2.3.1 A Behavioural Perspective (Toxic Leader Traits) 

A leader’s propensity for a toxic leadership style can be described using three personality 

traits. De Vries (2018) supports this perspective in that toxic leadership emerges when people 

display a combination of low honesty-humility (i.e., dishonesty), low agreeableness (i.e., 

disagreeableness) and low conscientiousness (i.e., carelessness). A leader’s propensity for 

demonstrating insincerity, deviousness and unfairness is associated with dishonesty. 

Accordingly, de Vries (2018) asserts that leader dishonesty has been associated with high 

counterproductive behaviours in organisations and is arguably the most dangerous of the 

three traits. The second trait of disagreeableness is associated with behaviours of being 

uncooperative, impatient, and critical of others or their work while carelessness is associated 

with laziness, impulsiveness, and negligence. The three traits are activated under 

circumstances as outlined in the situation-trait-outcomes activation (STOA) model offered by 

de Vries (2018). Toxic leaders will seek out situations that allow them to achieve their 

personal goals.  An individual’s narcissistic tendencies are more pronounced when people 

are required to take a leading role in social settings (Nyberg, 2016). Leadership roles offer a 

sense of self-importance and grandiosity that strokes the ego of the leader (Braun, 2017). 

Furthermore, the leader becomes fixated on being the focus of attention and seeks out 

situations which promote self-serving outcomes. There, thus appears to be a reciprocal 

relationship between the conducive environment and the negative traits, whereby the 

environment serves as an incubator for the activation of such traits. The model presented by 

de Vries supports the conceptual framework, or the toxic triangle (Padilla et al., 2007), where 

certain traits are activated by environmental circumstances and toxic leaders will thus seek 

out such environments which allow their negative behaviours to flourish.  

 

Additional traits that are displayed by toxic leaders include charisma and a lack of empathy. 

As previously mentioned, charisma is one of the dimensions that informs transformational 

leadership and has thus garnered a positive perception amongst researchers. However, 

Padilla et al. (2007) argue that charismatic leaders who have a selfish orientation are able to 

articulate a vision which enhances their personal power, and this can lead to destructive 
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outcomes if their behaviours are not properly managed. One such example is that of Markus 

Jooste, the previous Chief Executive Officer of Steinhoff, who was described as charismatic 

by the people who worked with him (Naudé, Hamilton, Ungerer, Malan & de Klerk, 2018). 

The Steinhoff scandal was one of South Africa’s biggest corporate failures involving 

accounting fraud (Makka, 2019).  

 

Another trait that appears to encourage a toxic leadership style is callousness or a lack of 

empathy and is evident in the dark triad personalities (Paulhus, 2014) which will be discussed 

in the next section. Empathy, which is demonstrating a concern for others, is considered to 

be a core component of emotional intelligence (Miao, Humphrey, Qian & Pollack, 2019). 

Leaders who are unable to demonstrate care or concern for others can be inclined to exploit 

relationships for selfish gains. Although the trait theory of leadership was criticised for being 

too simplistic (Nyberg, 2016), there appears to be merit in examining traits which could 

manifest into dark leadership.  

 

2.3.2 A Typology perspective (The Dark Triad) 

The typology description of negative leadership known as the dark side or dark triad of 

personality was first introduced in 2002 by Paulhus and Williams (Furtner et al., 2017). Since 

its introduction there have been numerous research efforts into the dark triad which 

comprises narcissism, Machiavellianism, and psychopathy. An overview of each dimension is 

described, and attention is drawn to the fact that the terms ‘narcissist’, ‘Machiavellian’ and 

‘psychopath’ are labels to describe types of toxic leaders and should not be misconstrued as 

a diagnosis of psychopathology (Furtner et al., 2017).  

 

2.3.2.1 Narcissism 

Narcissism is a personality trait that is characterised by a sense of entitlement, a sense of 

superiority and arrogance, self-admiration and self-absorption and a need to be the centre 

of attention (Fascia, 2018:3). Initially, narcissistic leaders are charming and create positive 

first impressions, especially in selection contexts (Nevicka, De Hoogh, Den Hartog & Belschak, 

2018:2). Over time their exploitative and manipulative side is revealed, causing people to 

develop negative opinions of them (Schmid, Pircher Verdorfer, & Peus, 2018:12). Braun 

(2017) contends that narcissistic leaders act in their own selfish interest and fail to promote 

the needs or interests of others. Given the preoccupation with self-serving behaviours, 
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narcissists fail to demonstrate a concern for others and lack conventional morality 

(Kipfelsberger & Kark, 2018:3). Narcissists tend to be critical of others and expect perfection 

from the people they lead. They externalise blame while accepting credit for others’ success 

and can demonstrate unethical behaviour to achieve self-serving goals (Nevicka et al., 

2018:2). Scholars argue that narcissists tend to occupy leadership positions (Braun, 2018:2; 

Germain, 2018:152) and therefore may not act in the interests of the people under their 

leadership. Despite the negative qualities of narcissistic individuals in a particular context, in 

other contexts they are described as positive. Nevicka et al. (2018:11) cites that narcissistic 

leaders can communicate strong visions, they persist amidst failure and excel in crisis 

management situations. Furthermore, Germain (2018:161) provides other benefits such as 

improved organisational performance and goal attainment.  

 

2.3.2.2 Machiavellianism 

Machiavellianism refers to a socially malevolent and insincere character aimed at self-

promotion while interacting with others in an aggressive way (Kipfelsberger et al., 2018). 

Machiavellians are described by Furtnam et al. (2017:7) as people who are “master 

manipulators” and “coercive controllers” and use social manipulation and their positional 

power in organisations to succeed in their goals (Braun, 2017). They are described as having 

untrusting, negative and cynical views of the world, (Belschak, Muhammad & Den Hartog, 

2016) and demonstrate little concern for others (Braun, 2017). People who score high on the 

Machiavellianism Scale are described as High-Machs (Boddy, 2017). Since Mach leaders are 

good at social manipulation, they are able to conceal their true intentions from others. When 

the leader becomes exposed, they quickly move to the next organisation to avoid 

consequence management (Belschak et al., 2016).  High-Mach leaders oscillate between 

counterproductive behaviours, such as bullying, and pro-organisational behaviours, provided 

it supports the achievement of their goals (Belschak et al., 2016). A study conducted by Pilch 

and Turska (2015) found a positive relationship between workplace bullying and a culture of 

hierarchy. This implies that High-Mach employees could engage in bullying tactics where the 

environment favours a strong social structure and any deviation from the hierarchy is likely 

to be admonished. 
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2.3.2.3 Psychopathy 

Psychopaths differ from narcissists and Machiavellians in that these people lack a conscience 

(Kipfelsberger & Kark, 2018) and are devoid of feelings of shame, guilt, or remorse (Kets de 

Vries, 2012). Psychopathy comprises of a group of traits such as deceit, charm, manipulation 

and ruthlessness that are demonstrated by approximately 1% of the adult population (Boddy, 

2017:142). Kets de Vries (2012:18) believes that psychopaths possess toxic behaviours 

because of a brain impairment which makes it difficult for them to decipher the emotions of 

others. Consequently, leaders with psychopathic tendencies may not realise the impact of 

their behaviours on others. Furtnam et al. (2017) reports that psychopathy is most strongly 

associated with bullying behaviours, followed by Machiavellianism, and then narcissism. 

Mathieu et al. (2016:105) supports this view with findings from a study that confirmed 

leaders with psychopathic traits were inclined to abusive supervision, which negatively 

influenced employees’ job satisfaction and turnover intentions. Lastly, Mathieu et al. 

(2016:103) believe that psychopathy is regarded as the most destructive and aggressive of 

the dark triad personalities, using both verbal and non-verbal aggression to achieve their 

outcomes.  

 

Research into the dark triad shows a moderate correlation between the three constructs, 

indicating that it is best to investigate the constructs separately (Belschak et al., 2016) 

Additional research indicated a positive relationship between the dark triad personalities and 

counterproductive work behaviour (Mathieu et al., 2016), suggesting that the behaviours of 

dark leaders may result in reduced productivity. Kipfelsberger et al. (2018:3) also notes that 

dark triad leaders are primarily self-focused, and their egocentric behaviours can overpower 

the followers’ ability to develop their own sense of self and meaning in the work 

environment. Consequently, followers are unable to make sense of how their work 

contributes to a bigger purpose and may perceive the importance of their work to be 

insignificant. Furthermore, Belschak et al. (2016) reports that employees perceived 

Machiavellian leaders as being abusive, resulting in a significant amount of stress for 

followers. Finally, dark triad leaders will employ manipulative tactics such as incongruent 

messaging to confuse and control outcomes to their advantage, leaving employees feeling 

frustrated and demotivated (Germain, 2018) It can, therefore, be argued that leaders who 

possess any of the dark triad personalities create an unfavourable and stressful work 

environment for employees. 
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2.3.3 An outcomes-based perspective  

An outcomes definition by Lipman-Blumen (2010:2) defines toxic leaders as, “individuals 

who, by virtue of their destructive behaviours and their dysfunctional personal qualities or 

characteristics, inflict serious and enduring harm on the individuals, groups, organisations, 

communities and even the nations that they lead”. The definition in Nyberg (2016:62) 

provides an account of the impact on both the organisation as well as the subordinates. “The 

systematic and repeated behaviour by a leader, supervisor or manager that violates the 

legitimate interest of the organisation by undermining and/or sabotaging the organisation’s 

goals, tasks, resources, and effectiveness and/or the motivation, well-being, or job 

satisfaction of subordinates”. Milosevic, Maric and Loncar (2019:2) describe toxic leadership 

as, “leadership focused on maintaining a position of control via toxic influence attempts, 

whose harmfulness, although relatively unintentional (i.e., relatively low intent to cause 

harm), cause[s] serious harm by reckless behaviour, as well as by their incompetence.” Padilla 

et al. (2007) argues that any leadership action or interaction resulting in disastrous outcomes 

should be deemed as negative. Consequently, the leader’s intention may not be to cause 

harm, but if these intentions result in negative outcomes, the leader’s behaviour should be 

described as toxic.  

 

2.3.4 The Followers’ Perspective  

In the toxic triangle as developed by Padilla et al. (2007), followers are considered to play an 

influential role in contributing to toxic leadership.  According to Schmid et al. (2018) , the 

impact of toxic leadership on followers is more widespread than the impact of positive 

leadership styles. Any attempts to influence followers through positive leadership styles may 

be outweighed by the negative consequences of toxic leadership. Followers’ experiences of 

toxic leaders are like post-traumatic stress syndrome (Milosevic et al., 2019), which results 

in negative consequences for followers and their respective organisations. Different coping 

strategies are applied to manage toxic leadership, for example, seeking social support, 

ruminating, and challenging the leader. Where the situation becomes uncontrollable, 

followers take leave and eventually exit the organisation (Webster, Brough & Daly, 2016). 

Thoroughgood, Padilla, Hunter and Tate (2012) assert that followers have different 

motivations for following toxic leaders.  
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Padilla et al. (2007) describes two types of followers: conformers who are driven by fear of 

the toxic leader, while colluders participate in the leader’s agenda to further their own 

personal goals. Conformers are characterised by harbouring unfulfilled basic needs, negative 

core self-evaluations and low psychological maturity, while colluders are characterised by 

ambition, selfishness and sharing the same values as toxic leaders (Thoroughgood et al., 

2012). Conformers need to abide by the leader’s rules for self-preservation reasons which 

may include avoiding unemployment, while colluders believe in the leader’s purpose and 

tend to have similar values and perspectives. Following on the work of the toxic triangle, 

Thoroughgood et al. (2012) classifies conformers into three sub-types, namely, lost souls, 

authoritarians, and bystanders, while colluders are classified under two sub-types, namely, 

opportunists and acolytes. A brief description of each follower type is presented in Table 2-1 

below.  

 

Table 2-1: Susceptible Followers of Toxic Leadership  

Conformers Colluders 

Dimensions prevalent in conformers include, 

unmet basic needs, low self-concept clarity, and 

personal life distress (Thoroughgood et al., 

2012). 

Dimensions prevalent in colluders include 

personal ambition, Machiavellianism, greed, 

and low self-control (Thoroughgood et al., 

2012). 

Lost Souls – Followers who are attracted to 

leaders who can provide direction, clarity and 

increase their self-esteem. They are driven by 

social desires of belonging and community. 

Opportunists – These followers are similar in 

personality to toxic leaders and regard their 

relationship as a means for personal gain. They 

share similar beliefs to the leader and are driven 

by rewards as a means of supporting the 

leader’s agenda.   

Authoritarians – Followers who have rigid 

attitudes about respecting the hierarchy and 

accept the legitimate power of the leader 

unconditionally. 

Acolytes – Followers who are strong believers in 

the toxic leader’s agenda because they share the 

same goals and values. They do not need to be 

persuaded or incentivised to support the 

leader’s goals.  Bystanders – They are driven by fear of the toxic 

leader and seek to minimise costs to 

themselves. They tend to withhold their 

disapproving opinion of the toxic leader to 

themselves.  

Adapted from: Thoroughgood et al. (2012) 
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Inferring from the table above, certain personality traits make followers particularly 

vulnerable to encountering abuse when working with destructive leaders. Followers with low 

self-esteem and low self-evaluation are more vulnerable to abusive behaviours (Nevicka et 

al., 2018). They tend to accept the aggressive behaviour towards them, given their low 

perception of self-worth (Padilla et al., 2007; Thoroughgood et al., 2012). Furthermore, these 

followers are less likely to retaliate and defend themselves against such abusive behaviour 

(Nevicka et al., 2018). Conversely, followers with high self-evaluation and self-esteem appear 

to have better coping mechanisms to deal with narcissistic leaders and do not perceive them 

as threatening. Where the leaders’ self-serving behaviours are noticeable to followers, it can 

dismantle the follower’s ability to find meaning and self-fulfilment in their work 

(Kipfelsberger & Kark, 2018).  

 

Followers who were rated high for Machiavellianism are not always prone to unethical 

behaviours and can demonstrate pro-organisational behaviours provided it achieves their 

goals (Belschak et al., 2018). Similarly, High-Mach followers can behave unethically if the 

leader demonstrates low ethical leadership. Therefore, High-Mach employees can engage in 

unethical behaviours if they are working with toxic leaders and facilitate favourable 

outcomes. On the other hand, High-Mach followers experience stress when working with 

Mach leaders who restrict their autonomy and seek to control them (Belschak et al., 2016). 

The stress can be attributed to the follower’s plans and manipulation tactics of the Mach 

leader.  Despite the negative consequences of toxic leaders, some followers can establish 

alternative work methods, to minimise the toxic leader’s influence or lobby support from 

other leaders to counteract the negative actions of the toxic leader (Milosevic et al., 2019). 

This discussion on follower types may provide insight into the behaviours and motives that 

HR professionals are likely to display if the research confirms their follower status.  

 

2.3.5 The Conducive Environment 

A conducive environment is the third element in the toxic triangle and is described as 

contexts, circumstances and conditions that serve as the structure or framework for leaders 

and followers to interact within (Laguda, 2020). A conducive environment cultivates toxic 

leadership, if the other two elements of vulnerable followers and destructive leaders are 
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activated in the environment. Veldsman (2016) refers to four toxic pre-conditions that inform 

the landscape and which can reinforce toxic leadership:  

 

a) The external context of the organisation, which can be interpreted as the regulatory 

framework and industry competition that exerts pressure to adopt a particular 

leadership style. 

b) The internal context of the organisation, for example, the practised values and culture of 

how people are socialised and led. 

c) The stakeholders, people or organisations who have a vested interest in how results are 

achieved. 

d) The leadership, which can be the collective attributes, psychopathy, and maturity of 

leadership in the organisation. 

 

These pre-conditions are interdependent and systemic in nature and may interact with the 

toxic leader’s traits as referred to in the situation-trait-outcomes activation (STOA) model.   

 

Environmental factors such as instability, a lack of checks and balances, including cultural 

dynamics, can create a perfect context for toxic leadership to manifest, if left unchecked 

(Padilla et al., 2007). Toxic leaders will provide a sense of security during turbulent times 

while followers consent to followership in an effort to manage their own fears about the 

changes (Nyberg, 2016). Organisational restructures are cited as periods of intense change 

which threaten resources, including continued employment (Otto, Thomson & Rigotti, 2018).  

 

These circumstances allow for toxic leaders to extend their abuse, since followers would 

ingratiate themselves to leaders to avoid job losses or reduced work resources. Further to 

this, a culture of uncertainty avoidance allows leaders to exploit the vulnerability of 

followers’ needs for security and stability (Padilla et al., 2007; Laguda, 2020). Padilla et al. 

(2007) refers to the perceived threats in an environment which facilitates toxic leadership. 

Perceptions of a loss of resources are manipulated to serve the toxic leader’s outcomes, and 

these leaders will manipulate what they know about the restructure, such as, for example, 

using their information power to exert control over followers. Consequently, different types 

of power will be exercised to manipulate the behaviours of others (Ross, Matteson & 
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Exposito, 2014). Leaders will use their authority or legitimate power in the organisation to 

exert control over others, including people outside of their line of responsibility. 

 

Similarly, Nyberg (2016) argues that environmental stressors such as increased work 

responsibility, role overload, and ineffective work resources also provide a fertile context for 

grooming toxic leaders. Cultures that orientate towards a masculine-type environment are 

more likely to contribute to the environmental stress. A masculine-type culture is inclined to 

prioritise work over relationships (Laguda, 2020), which places emphasis on achieving 

organisational goals to the detriment of employee well-being.  

 

Environmental pressures can activate stress-induced behaviours in the leader (de Vries, 

2018), which may be perceived as toxic by the followers. In some extreme cases, 

Kipfelsberger and Kark (2018) report how managers will re-organise the subordinate’s role 

and responsibilities to maintain control.  Followers’ experiences of the stressful situation 

induced by toxic leaders include reduced autonomy, helplessness, reduced job satisfaction 

and reduced opportunities for being innovative (Lopes Henriques, Curado, Jerónimo & 

Martins, 2019).  

 

Notably, environments that lack checks and balances contribute to the spread of toxic 

leadership (Padilla et al., 2007).  Laguda (2020) argues that leaders should have a degree of 

freedom or discretion in their practices. However, unlimited authority can lead to abuse of 

power, especially where the leader has toxic behavioural tendencies. According to Fox and 

Cowan (2015), discretion in decision-making can lead to unclear boundaries, thereby leading 

to ambiguity in the organisation. Checks and balances such as policies, governing boards, 

ethics committees and internal control systems must be implemented to regulate the 

behaviour of toxic leaders (Laguda, 2020). In addition, HR professionals must enforce policies 

and procedures and act as a mediator when disputes arise (Fox & Cowan, 2015). The concern 

is that HR professionals are not only focused on toxic leadership issues and have 

acknowledged that complaints related to bullying tend to be the most demanding issue on 

their resources (Catley et al., 2017:100). The role of HR in managing ethical situations is 

discussed in a later section.  

 

2.4 The role of HR professionals in developing leaders 
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The human resources (HR) function in organisations is responsible for the effective 

employment and development of a qualified workforce to achieve the company’s objectives, 

while their work is structured in a manner to support the organisational size and needs 

(Hecklau, Galeitzke, Flachs & Kohl, 2016). Some HR professionals work as partners in the 

various business units, while others provide technical expertise in specific areas (Ulrich et al., 

2008). It is important to note that human resource activities are carried out by both line 

managers and HR professionals (Mokgolo, 2017), where the line managers are required to 

execute the people mangement practices defined by the HR department.  

 

As discussed in the introduction of this research paper, HR professionals are required to 

develop leadership in the organisation. Ulrich and Dulebohn (2015:195) describe leadership 

as the organisation’s capacity to build future leaders. In recent years, HR professionals have 

come under greater scrutiny as their role takes on a higher profile (Ulrich, 2016). Coupled 

with this are the criticisms that HR professionals are too focused on the administrative 

aspects of their role (Global Leadership Forecast, 2018). Hecklau et al. (2016) argue that 

organisational performance and competitiveness are dependent on how its employees are 

managed. Accordingly, HR leaders must ensure that their organisations have the appropriate 

leadership capabilities in place to meet current and future business challenges (Global 

Leadership Forecast, 2018). The implication is that HR professionals will have increased 

opportunities to exert influence and increased expectations for service delivery.  

 

HR professionals are required to develop competent leaders to maintain the organisation’s 

competitiveness in the marketplace (Ulrich, 2016).  Leadership depth is developed over a 

period and Ulrich and Dulebohn (2015) contend that HR professionals must concentrate their 

efforts on five areas in this regard:  

 

i. HR professionals should develop a business case for investing in leadership 

development. 

ii. Investment in leadership development must be applied in the domains of education, 

experience, and exposure but with different levels of intensity. 

iii. Leadership effectiveness should be defined from the perspective of external 

stakeholders, such as customers and investors. 
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iv. Leadership assessment must be established, and leaders assessed against those 

standards. 

v. Metrics must be implemented to demonstrate how leadership has helped an 

organisation deliver value to its stakeholders. 

 

Business leaders tend to use their intuition to identify suitable candidates for leadership 

development programmes. This HR practice ignores the value of a scientific approach and is 

not informed by verifiable data. Chamorro-Premuzic (2014) argues that intuitive decisions 

can work if supported by evidence collected through some objective means. Accordingly, 

data-driven decisions strengthen the decision-making in HR practices (Global Leadership 

Forecast, 2018) and add to the the significance and credibility of the HR professional.  

 

Another challenge experienced by HR professionals is the inadequate attention paid towards 

the development of leader character. Character is described as, “a combination of virtues, 

personality traits and values that enable excellence” (Seijts, Crossan & Carleton, 2017:30).  

The authors argue that character is as important as competence when identifying and 

developing leaders in the organisation. In support of this stance, Erasmus (2018) explains that 

strength of character determines individual success in developing competencies for their 

roles. The character of leaders, therefore, plays an influential role in both the individual and 

organisation’s performance. Seitjts et al. (2017) observe that character can be developed 

through transformational experiences such as stretch assignments offered in leadership 

development programmes. In addition, employees who work in environments with leaders 

exhibiting high moral standards and integrity are encouraged and driven towards the 

achievement of their goals (Erasmus, 2018). 

 

Since HR professionals are regarded as custodians of organisational ethics (Parkes & Davis, 

2013), they would also need to role model character by demonstrating ethical behaviours at 

work. Erasmus (2018) believes that HR professionals make a contribution to upholding ethical 

standards in their practices and are not solely responsible for ethics in the organisation. The 

role of HR in promoting an ethical culture will be explored in more detail in a later section.  

 

A third challenge is the exclusive approach to talent management where a small group of 

employees (A-grades) are identifed as demonstrating high potential and are provided with 
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significantly more resources and opportunities than the other employees (Marchington, 

2015). The practice of identifying a select few people for key assignments and exposure 

creates an elitist approach to developing leaders. This practice also encourages aspiring 

leaders to promote their own self-interest, whereby they lobby for support for additional 

stretch assignments and special training programmes. This behaviour tends to be rewarded 

by organisations (Guerci, Radaelli, Siletti, Cirella & Rami Shani, 2015).  As mentioned 

previously, leaders with narcissistic tendencies appear to seek out such opportunities where 

they are the focus of attention.  Consequently, the majority of employees (B-grades) may 

regard these self-serving opportunities as unfair which can undermine morale and teamwork 

in the organisation (Marchington, 2015), further adding to the HR team’s challenges. 

 

2.5 The paradoxical nature of Human Resources in organisations  

Previously, the HR function was criticised for being a compliance-driven and administrative 

function (Sandholtz, 2018), where emphasis was placed on enforcing employment laws and 

monitoring issues related to organisational policy. HR was regarded as a cost centre that 

could not demonstrate how it created value for the organisation which compromised its 

legitimacy as a formidable business partner (Heizmann & Fox, 2017). Over time, strong 

proponents argued the case of transitioning HR to be more strategic (Ulrich et al., 2008) in 

order to elevate the profession’s impact and status as a strategic partner to the business 

(Heizmann & Fox, 2017). Ulrich (in Gerpott, 2015:215) initially described four roles (strategic 

partner, change agent, employee advocate, administrative expert) that had to be performed 

by HR professionals. Over the years, these roles have been revised to be more reflective of 

the demands required of HR professionals who are operating in constantly changing 

environments (Ulrich & Dulebohn, 2015). The roles have been updated as follows: 

 

i. Be a strategic partner/positioner who anticipates business conditions and builds HR 

practices to respond accordingly. 

ii. A change agent that develops practices to manage change and the organisational culture.  

iii. A capability builder that develops and drives initiatives to intensify the organisation’s 

capabilities, which includes culture. 

iv. A credible activist that communicates clearly and consistently with integrity and builds 

relationships by fulfilling commitments.  

v.  HR innovator who creates HR solutions to address business problems. 
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vi. A technology proponent that increases efficiency and builds relationships within and 

outside the organisation using relevant platforms. 

 

Researchers have discussed how HR professionals can experience competing demands in the 

roles of strategic partner and employee advocate, which led to criticism of the profession 

and tension for the HR professional (Gerpott, 2015; Marchington 2015; O’Brien & Linehan, 

2014). For example, HR professionals must support business objectives as a strategic partner 

and promote the employee’s interests in another role (O’Brien & Linehan, 2014), while 

building trust amongst their stakeholders as a credible activist (Ulrich, Kryscynski , Ulrich & 

Brockbank, 2017a). Admittedly, Heizmann and Fox (2017) believe that HR professionals have 

paid little attention to the employee advocate role, because their efforts were primarily 

directed towards ingratiating themselves to business leaders, so that they could establish 

themselves as credible business partners. 

 

Scholars note that HR professionals cannot diminish the employee advocate role, as this 

group of people remains a key stakeholder for them (Marchington, 2015; Gerpott, 2015; 

Daniel, 2017). HR has to mediate between advocating for the employee’s interests and 

managing the line manager’s expectations of performance standards that are required to 

achieve organisational goals. Daniel (2017) observes that HR professionals are required to 

demonstrate skills in five areas to be effective at the employee advocate role, as listed below: 

 

i. Empathetic listening 

ii. Suggesting solutions 

iii. Working behind the scenes to maintain a safe space for people to vent and discuss 

issues. 

iv. Maintaining the confidence of employees who raise concerns. 

v. Reframing difficult messages that may not be well received by line managers or 

employees. 

 

The researcher believes that these skills lend themselves to the credible activist role, where 

the HR professional must build trusting relationships, demonstrate integrity and share 

appropriate information that will inform decisions (Ulrich et al., 2008). This role extends to 

all stakeholders that the HR professional interacts with and may create tensions about how 
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to serve particular stakeholders without compromising the needs of the other stakeholders. 

Ulrich,Kryscynski, Ulrich and Brockbank (2017b) refers to this competency as paradox 

navigation where tensions between individual needs and collective organisational goals must 

be managed.  Further paradoxes can be explicated in the roles of capability builder, credible 

activist and change agent.  

 

Capability Builder 

As a capability builder, HR needs to develop the organisation’s capabilities and ensure a 

strong talent pipeline that will support the organisation’s objectives (Ulrich, 2008). This 

means that HR must identify and recommend solutions for gaps in the organisational 

structure and ensure the talent is correctly matched to the positions they occupy.  An HR 

professional can only be a capability builder if their efforts are directed towards the strategic 

business units that generate maximum financial value for the organisation (Njemanze, 2016). 

This role may be ineffective if the HR professional is concerned with impression management 

efforts towards a senior manager, while the manager attempts to hide her or his 

incompetence and redirects HR priorities, in an effort to maintain control (Milosevic et al., 

2019). 

 

Credible Activist 

A credible activist must be able to demonstrate confidence when arguing in favour of HR 

practices that support the business needs (Njemanze, 2016). Credible activists must 

demonstrate courage, build trusting relationships, take risks, and emphasise people-related 

issues when considering important business matters (Ulrich, 2008:59). In paying attention to 

people issues, the business leaders may not regard HR as a legitimate business partner 

(Marchington, 2015), leading to a breakdown of trust between the role players. Trust can be 

compromised when HR professionals make judgements about employee-related issues 

without sufficient evidence and in turn employees will distrust HR for not protecting their 

interests (Catley et al., 2017).  

 

Change Agent 

As a change agent, HR needs to ensure that employee behaviours mirror the company’s 

external image. This means that the culture must support the organisational strategy 

(Njemanze, 2016), which implies that as custodians of ethical behaviour, HR must ensure 
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people demonstrate practices that support the customer’s perception of the organisation 

(Ulrich & Dulebohn, 2015). These roles appear to be interdependent, where a failure in the 

credible activist role can lead to unfulfilled expectations in the other two roles. A foundation 

for toxic leadership is thus created which filters into the HR practices. Furthermore, the HR 

professional is the toxin handler of these stressful circumstances that are experienced by 

both employees and managers (Daniel, 2017), which results in the HR professional 

experiencing emotional overload (O’Brien & Linehan, 2014). 

 

2.6 Ethics and Human Resources 

Ethics in the workplace refers to what constitutes right and wrong, good, or bad in the 

business environment (Erasmus, 2018).  Ethical leaders are driven by a deep set of values and 

act in line with these values that they espouse (Belschak et al., 2016). The HR function is 

required to manage ethical challenges pertaining to the relationship between the employer 

and employee, including discrimination issues, counterproductive work behaviours such as 

fraud and corruption and unfair employment policies and practices (Erasmus, 2018).  The HR 

professional is also required to role model and uphold ethical behaviours in the organisation 

so that employees know what ethical behaviour looks like (Parkes & Davis, 2013). As such, 

the HR professional can play different ethical roles in the organisation depending on the 

contextual factors.  

 

HR practices are not always intentional or consciously unethical on the part of the 

perpetrator (Simões et al., 2018), assuming that the HR professional is the perpetrator.  

Simões et al. (2018) provide another perspective on the matter and argue that HR 

professionals create ethical dilemmas by virtue of the multiple roles inherent in their work. 

HR has to advocate for ethical principles and practices, and also detect and confront ethical 

breaches relating to the employment relationship. Parkes and Davis (2013) contend that 

blowing the whistle on unethical behaviour is stressful for individuals and they tend to 

overlook the unethical acts to protect themselves. These acts may be further exacerbated by 

the environmental factors where HR professionals may decide to be silent or conform to such 

circumstances. 

 

The environmental context and how unethical behaviour is defined can influence the HR 

professional’s judgement (Simões et al., 2018). Environments that place a strong emphasis 
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on cost reduction and financial profitability influence HR to marginalise employee issues 

(Dundon & Rafferty, 2018). HR’s focus on finances and cost containment is justified as being 

beneficial to the organisation (Marchington, 2015) and the view is that HR is not acting 

unethically, but rather following a different ethical agenda (Simões et al., 2018). This 

perspective is reinforced by the fact that the HR function struggles to demonstrate its 

tangible value to the organisation and gain the approval of senior management 

(Marchington, 2015).  

 

Consequently, HR is perceived to uphold the strategic partner role by asserting the 

management interests of financial consciousness (Marchington, 2015). Competitive 

environments can obscure the perceptions around bullying behaviour, which creates further 

challenges for the HR professional. Catley et al. (2017) note that HR professionals dismiss or 

distrust the employee’s claims of bullying, especially in cases of a ‘superior-subordinate’ 

relationship. Bullying behaviours are justified in the context of the pressurised environment 

where employees must learn to cope with the role demands (Fox & Cowan, 2015).  

 

HR professionals are unable to discern between the performance expectations of the role 

and genuine bully behaviour. It may, therefore, be easier to dismiss the employee’s claims as 

lacking merit. This decision protects the manager from incrimination and the HR 

professional’s credibility as a valued contributor is enhanced (Harrington & Warren, 2015). 

In light of the toxic triangle, HR professionals may be exposed to unethical, or contribute to 

creating, toxic environments. They can deliberately or unintentionally immerse themselves 

in playing the role of the followers of toxic leaders, where they either collude with or conform 

to management’s agenda.  

  

Parkes and Davis (2013) observe that HR professionals are inclined to be ethically assertive 

in their work practices if they follow a strong HR ethical code. Simões et al. (2018) also notes 

that the implementation of ethical programmes is able to prevent and reduce unethical 

behaviour in organisations.  Furthermore, where the organisational leadership is committed 

to ethical conduct, the awareness of ethical behavour and practices is intensified (Erasmus, 

2018). However, Csillag (2019) argues that the HR professional may lack knowledge or even 

doubt their ability to effectively deal with the issue and may prefer to remain silent about 

the matter. This lack of inaction and doubt creates morally mute behaviour from the HR 
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professional. According to Csillag (2019:128), moral muteness can be incited by five factors, 

which the researcher has attempted to interpret from the perspective of the HR professional: 

 

a) Fear of losing harmony and a sense of loyalty: The HR professional will be inclined to 

demonstrate their allegiance to senior management and refrain from addressing moral 

issues if it creates tension in the strategic partnership. 

b) Fear of losing efficiency: Tackling moral issues may be regarded as a waste of resources 

and an ethical intervention will divert attention away from more pertinent business 

issues. 

c) Fear of losing power: HR may not want to compromise their status as a strategic partner 

and the associated benefits attached to this relationship.   

d) Passing responsibility: HR professionals may choose to defer the moral issues to senior 

management or another appropriate governance function, asserting that it falls outside 

the scope of HR responsibility. 

e) Cynicism: There is a general lack of consequence management in the organisation and 

any efforts to address the issue would be pointless if it is pursued.   

 

These five factors can provide insight into circumstances that will compel the HR professional 

to remain silent on unethical issues.  

 

2.7 Conclusion 

The literature has expanded the understanding of toxic leaders, their followers, and the 

environments they operate in. Toxic leadership has a detrimental impact on people and 

organisations if left unattended. The literature review clarified the paradoxical nature of the 

HR professional’s role which may be undesirable if an environment has a propensity towards 

toxic leadership.  

 

The role of HR as a custodian of ethical behaviours and modelling is well-founded in the 

literature. Contrary to this, there is a paucity of literature that specifically addresses the role 

of HR and its contribution to toxic leadership.  A few South African studies exist on the role 

of HR professionals and their attempts to manage and address issues of workplace bullying 

(Mokgolo, 2017; Mokgolo & Barnard, 2019). This suggests a need to explore the HR 
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professional’s role and how it can intentionally or unintentionally contribute to toxic 

leadership in organisations. 
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Chapter 3  

Research Methodology 

 

 

3.1 Introduction 

The purpose of this study was to gain a better understanding of how the Human Resource 

(HR) function can contribute to toxic leadership in an organisation operating in the 

petrochemical industry. This chapter describes the research methodology, design and 

methods that were utilised to implement the research study, so that a better understanding 

can be gained about this leadership challenge. As discussed in chapter 1, the research 

methodology that was considered appropriate for this study was a qualitative approach. 

Creswell (2007:24) argues that a qualitative research methodology is applied when the 

researcher wants to, “understand the subjective meaning of people’s experiences and to 

explore the complexity of the opinions that people have towards these experiences”.  

 

HR practices are rooted in a relativist ontology which implies that it comprises of multiple 

realities and perspectives, all of which are equally important (Andrews, 2016). Given the 

paradoxical nature of the HR role, more than one outcome may result in toxic leadership. 

Further to this, Mehta and Maheshwari (2014) assert that individual experiences of toxic 

leadership differ in relation to the circumstances and origins, which therefore supports the 

view of examining multiple perspectives.  

 

The epistemological approach that underpinned this study was constructivism, which refers 

to knowledge that is created through people’s experiences, and interpretations that are 

developed about these experiences (Thanh & Thanh, 2015:26). The constructivist approach 

informs the type of research design and methods that will be used to explore HR and its 

contributions to toxic leadership. People who are exposed to toxic leadership develop a 

perception of the experience and the context in which it occurs. As a constructivist, the 

researcher also shares experiences with the participants and through a collaborative effort 

of meaning-making, constructs interpretations of their lived experiences (Creswell, 2007:48).  

Therefore, the researcher’s bias assists in constructing knowledge of the situation.  
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A qualitative design was therefore favoured because the researcher wanted to understand 

the problem through the perspectives of individuals who were exposed to toxic experiences 

so that the researcher could draw inferences and create meaning about these experiences 

(Andrews, 2016). As such, the researcher aimed to solicit opinions from HR professionals who 

managed HR processes or practices, in order to gain insights that would contribute to 

addressing this leadership phenomenon.  The overview of the chapter is schematically 

represented in Figure 3-2 as follows: 

 

 

Figure 3-2: Overview of chapter 3 

 

3.2 Research Design 

Jamshed (2014) describes research design as the strategy or architectural design whereby 

the researcher plans how to approach the research problem. The research question was 

posed to gain insights into how HR practices contribute to toxic leadership, specifically 

amongst HR professionals in a South African petrochemical organisation. By studying toxic 

leadership, further insights will be shared on how it influences human behaviour. This implies 

that an in-depth understanding of participant responses had to be examined; including the 

contextual HR factors that cause toxic leadership to flourish. A qualitative design suited this 

investigation since the research wanted to elicit different perspectives to provide clarity to 

this issue. In addition, the researcher was able to take an interactive role in the study and got 

to know the participants and their social context (Thanh et al., 2015:101). 

 

A quantitative approach was not considered appropriate for this study since the nature of 

the research questions suggests an exploration and deeper understanding of toxic 

leadership. Quantitative methods are focused on measuring a hypothesis or relationship 

between variables and will not address this type of exploratory question. Furthermore, the 
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results from a quantitative study are expressed in numerical or statistical terms which will 

not answer the how and what questions of this research study.  

 

3.3 Research Methodology 

There are different methodologies associated with a qualitative study with some of the more 

common types being ethnography, phenomenology, or grounded theory (Sutton & Austin, 

2015:226). An ethnographic study uses direct observation to study participants in their “real 

life” environment, sometimes over extended periods (Sutton et al., 2015:226). This approach 

may not be suitable to obtain information about toxic leadership since people may not give 

permission to be observed for an extended period of time in situations where their negative 

behaviours are exposed. Grounded theory uses the same qualitative sources of data such as 

face-to-face interviews or focus groups to explore a particular phenomenon and may help in 

clarifying a problem that is not well-understood (Sutton et al., 2015:226). This approach is 

used to generate a new theory or to offer a different perspective on existing knowledge 

(Reiter, Stewart & Bruce, 2011). This method was not suitable since the intention of the study 

was not to develop a new theory; instead, the purpose of the research was to develop a 

deeper understanding of toxic leadership with reference to the role of the HR function. Other 

research methods associated with qualitative research includes focus group and 

ethnography methods. Both methods were not considered appropriate since ethical issues 

could emerge in the discussions, given the sensitivity of the topic as well as the confines of 

the group. The anonymity of participants will then be compromised, and the discussions 

could expose a toxic leader’s identity which may have created a stigma towards this 

individual (Jelsma & Clow, 2005).   

 

A case study is commonly used in social studies and was identified as a suitable research 

strategy. Creswell (2013) describes a case study as a qualitative approach that is used to 

explore and analyse a phenomenon within a real-life context.  A case study can be used to 

analyse a person, groups, events, or institutions to understand the underlying principles of a 

phenomenon. In this research study a petrochemical organisation was identified as a case 

study to understand the experiences of HR professionals in contributing to the phenomenon 

of toxic leadership. 
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Further to this, phenomenological methods were considered appropriate for studying HR 

professionals since the study wanted to elicit information about their “lived experiences” and 

ascertain how they have interpreted these experiences. As described by Jelsma and Clow 

(2005), phenomenology refers to understanding the “lived experiences” of people who have 

experienced a particular phenomenon or real-life situation. Phenomenology is applied to 

distil the individual experiences associated with a phenomenon, whereby the overall essence 

of the study can emerge (Creswell, 2013). More specifically, the study intended to explore 

the commonalities amongst all the participants with reference to their HR practices and the 

role it played in toxic leadership. An important aspect of a phenomenology is that the 

researcher brackets or suspends judgement about her or his own experiences so that a fresh 

perspective is established about the phenomenon (Creswell, 2013). Given the researcher’s 

experience in the HR field, the researcher would have been inclined to offer advice, which 

could influence the participants’ interpretation of these lived experiences. This qualitative 

method was preferred since perceptions of real-life experiences are important to assess how 

toxic leadership could emerge from HR practices.  The research objectives were thus 

answered by developing insights based on the participants’ experiences.   

 

Figure 3-3 below provides a graphical representation of the research onion indicating the 

stages of the research process that are unwrapped layer by layer to reveal the data collection 

method (Saunders, Lewis & Thornhill, 2016). The first layer in the onion is the researcher’s 

ontological approach of relativism that was applied to the study. The second layer is the 

epistemology or research paradigm which advocates that knowledge is created through 

people’s experiences. The third layer refers to the research approach which is an inductive 

approach to developing a possible theory. The fourth layer refers to the research design 

which provides the architecture for the study, while the fifth layer represents the 

methodology of phenomenology. The final layer refers to the data collection method of 

interviews that was applied to the study.  
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Figure 3-3: Graphical Representation of the Qualitative Research Design (Adapted from 

Saunders et al., 2016) 

 

3.3.1 Population Sampling 

Sampling is a technique used to systematically select a smaller number of representative 

items or people from a pre-defined population to serve as subjects (data source) for 

observation or experimentation as described by the research objectives (Sharma, 2017). In 

qualitative research, the participants are selected for their experiences related to the 

research topic. Creswell (2013:155) advises that it is important to identify individuals who 

have similar experiences so that common themes can be developed as outcomes of a 

phenomenological study. Furthermore, Creswell (2013:48) contends that a qualitative study 

is relevant when the theory appears to be inadequate or does not fully elucidate the role of 

a given population.  

 

The researcher has worked in various HR environments and by accessing her professional 

network she was able to identify an organisation in the petrochemical industry that was 

willing to participate in the study. After obtaining permission from the organisation’s HR 

director to conduct the study, a list of employees working in the HR department was 
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provided, which included their email addresses and mobile numbers. Using a stratified 

purposive sampling method, the researcher was able to identify the group of HR 

professionals for inclusion in the study.  

 

A stratified purposive sampling method is a non-probability sampling method that was used 

to select the participants. It is described as dividing the population into smaller groups or 

strata where each group is fairly homogenous (Sharma, 2017). This method was employed 

to understand if any variations were associated with regard to the research topic. A random 

sample from each stratum is taken in a number proportional to the size of the population 

(Sharma, 2017). This sample is then further screened based on a set of selection criteria, 

which are explained in more detail below, to arrive at a purposive sample of participants. 

Ritchie and Lewis (2003:78) state that this type of sampling procedure is used to select a 

sample based on socio-demographics, or the participants’ knowledge regarding the study 

itself.  

 

For this study, the researcher wanted to understand the experiences of HR professionals in 

the different strata, known as the junior, middle and senior levels of HR management. A 

selection of 3-4 participants at each level was made, based on their years of HR experience, 

and these individuals were invited to participate in the study.  

 

A secondary sampling method that was applied is snowballing. This type of sampling is used 

where research participants refer other potential participants who meet the requirements 

of the study. The technique is used when potential participants are hard to find (Ritchie & 

Lewis, 2003:94) or the population may be hidden (Woodley & Lockard, 2016). Given the 

sensitive nature of this research topic, HR professionals are not likely to talk openly about 

the role they play in creating toxic leadership circumstances, since it may prompt feelings of 

shame and self-blame (Webster et al., 2014). The researcher had anticipated that it would 

be difficult to find participants and applied this method of sampling after exhausting the first 

method.  Woodley and Lockard (2016:327) contend that there is an advantage to this 

sampling method in that participants are likely to open up and confide in the researcher 

because the introduction took place “through a trusted social network”. In these 

circumstances, permission was obtained from participants to use their names to approach 

other prospective participants for inclusion in the study.  
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3.3.2. Sample Size  

Ritchie and Lewis (2003:83-84) agree that qualitative samples are generally smaller in size 

and provide three reasons for this. Firstly, the researcher is focused on the occurrence of the 

phenomena and not the prevalence of it. Secondly, qualitative data is rich in detail and there 

is no requirement to establish statistical significance based on the sample size and increasing 

the sample size will not yield new evidence. Thirdly, there will be thousands of data points to 

analyse, and the researcher will not be able to do justice to the analysis if working under time 

constraints. Creswell (2013:149) further asserts that a narrow range of sampling, such as 5-

25 participants, may be appropriate for phenomenological studies. Consequently, a 

qualitative study is resource-intensive, and the researcher may spend a disproportionate 

amount of time analysing the data which could take years to complete. 

 

In this study there were approximately 35 HR professionals working in the organisation with 

the majority of the population based in South Africa and the remainder in selected parts of 

Southern Africa. As a consequence, the sampling size was determined by the size of the total 

staff complement and the availability of participants to contribute to the study. Given the 

challenges related to qualitative sampling, the sample size was restricted to no more than 15 

participants or when data saturation was achieved. Data saturation is used in qualitative 

studies to determine the sample size and is defined as a, “situation where data tend towards 

repetition or where data cease to offer new directions and raise new questions” 

(Hammarberg, Kirkman, & de Lacey, 2016:500).   

 

3.3.3. Sampling Criteria 

According to Hammarberg et al. (2016), the researcher must apply sampling criteria to 

identify suitable participants from the population, who can be included in the study and 

provide information about the phenomenon.  The rationale for these sampling criteria is that 

the selected HR professionals will have the depth of experience in co-ordinating or managing 

an HR process and can explain the repercussions of negative practices in the HR context. 

These individuals will also normally be predisposed to the pressure of HR practices being 

circumvented in an effort to appease the management team. Consequently, the HR 

professionals should be able to explain the ethical dilemmas of these experiences.   
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The criteria that were applied to identify HR professionals to participate in the study were 

the following: 

  

1) HR professionals who have a 3-year post matric qualification in the domain of human 

resources or industrial/organisational psychology or a related field.  

2) The HR professional must have at least 7 years’ experience working as a human 

resource professional.  

3) The HR professional must have co-ordinated or managed an HR process from start 

to end.  

4) The HR professional must have the discretion/flexibility and autonomy to manage 

their own work outputs without the need for supervision.  

 

All the participants were vetted against the sampling criteria before confirming their 

inclusion in the study.  

 

3.3.4. Sample of Participants 

A stratified sample of 10 HRPs were emailed, as provided in Appendix B, inviting their 

participation in the research; from these, 8 HRPs agreed to participate in the study. Through 

the process of snowballing and using the researcher’s professional network an additional 7 

people, who were external to the organisation, were approached to participate in the 

research process. These participants occupied similar management levels but came from 

different industries. The rationale for interviewing these participants was to corroborate any 

findings from the initial data sources to illuminate a theme or opinion (Creswell, 2013). This 

served as a validity check, known as data triangulation, where the researcher was able to 

review several data sources to confirm the research findings and also ensure data saturation 

(Fusch, Fusch & Ness, 2018).  

 

The total sample of participants amounted to 15, comprising 5 males and 9 females, as 

depicted in Table 3-1 below. Participants varied in their qualifications and years of experience 

working in the HR profession. To ensure the confidentiality of the participant their names 

were substituted with alphanumeric characters such as A1 for the participants of the 

researched organisation and B1 for the participants outside of the organisation.   
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Table 3-1: Profile of Participants 

Participant Race & 

Gender 

Qualification Experience 

(in Years) 

Management 

Level 

Industry 

A1 

 

White 

Female 

Honours degree 18 Senior - 

 

A2 

 

White 

Female 

Honours degree 20 Middle - 

A3 

 

Black Female Bachelor’s 

degree 

15 Middle - 

A4 

 

Black Female Master’s 

degree 

20 Senior - 

A5 

 

Black Male LLB 

National 

Diploma 

20 Senior - 

A6 

 

Black Male Diploma 

 

8 Junior - 

A7 

 

Coloured 

Male 

Diploma 

 

8 Junior - 

A8 

 

Black Female Diploma 20 Junior - 

B1 

 

Black Male Bachelor’s 

degree 

16 Middle Quick Service 

Restaurants 

B2 

 

White 

Female 

Bachelor’s 

degree 

8 Senior Pharmaceutical 

B3 Black Male Master’s 

degree 

14 Senior 

 

Financial Services 

B4 

 

Indian 

Female 

Honours degree 15 Middle FMCG: Retail 

B5 

 

Coloured 

Male 

Honours degree 19 Middle Retail Services 

B6 

 

Indian 

Female 

Bachelor’s 

degree 

25 Senior Financial Services 

B7 Black Female Bachelor’s 

degree 

12 Junior Quick Service 

Restaurants 
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3.3.5. Data Collection 

The data collection technique applied in this study was semi-structured interview. Semi-

structured interviews are a common data gathering method (Ritchie & Lewis, 2003:111) used 

for phenomenological studies that allows pre-determined questions to be answered to 

satisfy the research questions. A semi-structured approach also allows for flexibility during 

the interview to enable the participants to speak more openly about their experiences. The 

advantage of semi-structured interviews is that it provides the researcher with an 

opportunity to build rapport with the participant (Townsend, Cox & Li, 2010), and the 

researcher can follow up with clarifying questions and probe for further details.  It also allows 

for the collection of rich and thick data (Fusch et al., 2018), provided the researcher is skilled 

at interviewing. The shortcomings of interviews include that it is time-consuming and the 

opportunity for researcher bias can present itself especially if there is a misunderstanding 

between the two parties (Fusch et al., 2018). The researcher mitigated for biases by asking 

follow-up questions for further clarification and then shared the interview transcripts with 

some of the interested participants to ensure an accurate interpretation of their interviews. 

 

The researcher’s role during the data collection process should not be underestimated 

(Ritchie & Lewis, 2003:110), in that she or he must create an environment for the participant 

to share information unhindered and without judgement. The researcher must therefore 

adopt a facilitative approach to the interview, where the participants are able to talk about 

their thoughts, feelings, views, and experiences (Ritchie & Lewis, 2003:147).  The researcher 

should not underestimate the ability required to interview effectively. The skill of listening is 

important to the process so that the researcher can listen for points to probe further or ask 

questions of clarification. Lastly, the researcher should also know to balance questioning with 

the use of silence during the interview (Ritchie & Lewis, 2003:157), to allow the interviewee 

sufficient time to respond.  

 

The interview process was conducted in a structured manner to ensure the credibility of the 

process. Pilot interviews were performed with two colleagues whom the researcher knows, 

and minor adjustments were made to the interview questions, prior to the actual data 

collection. The rationale was to determine the relevance of the questions and omit any 

ambiguous questions. The pilot interviews are also necessary to identify any potential 
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shortcomings relating to the interview process. It also allows the researcher to make the 

required adjustments before the main interviews are initiated (Jamshed, 2014:1).  

 

Interviews were arranged over the period 18 January 2021 to 1 February 2021 and were 

dependent on the participant’s availability. Due to the lockdown restrictions associated with 

the COVID-19 pandemic, in-person interviews were not possible, and the researcher made 

use of online meeting facilities such as Zoom and MS-Teams to interview the participants. An 

individual meeting request was sent to each participant with a link to attend the online 

interview. At the onset of each interview, the participants were reminded of informed 

consent and required to sign a letter by way of acknowledgement that their participation was 

voluntary (refer to Appendix C). It should be noted that Participant B3 could not attend the 

online interview due to work commitments but submitted responses to the questions via 

email. All the interviews were recorded either using Zoom or MS-Teams depending on the 

interviewees’ access to such meeting platforms and lasted 45 minutes to one hour. The 

researcher followed the pre-determined questions, as outlined in Appendix D, to facilitate 

the discussion with each participant, allowing the sequence and structure of the interviews 

to vary between the participants.  

 

In addition to the interviews being audio recorded, hand-written notes were taken by the 

researcher to note any personal observations, thoughts, or feelings to support the data. 

Bandyopadhyay (2015) asserts that it is important to make note of any facial expressions, 

body language or reactions to questions which can support the interpretation of the data 

collected. At the end of each interview, the participants were given the opportunity to ask 

for more details about the study and address any concerns pertaining to the information they 

shared. The researcher thus made use of various data collection instruments, a semi-

structured interview guide, the audio recordings, and a reflective journal to note participants’ 

responses.   

 

Finally, each interview recording along with its corresponding transcription was saved in an 

individual folder and encrypted with a password on the researcher’s computer and backed 

up on a cloud-based server that only the researcher has access to. Once the transcriptions 

were completed, the recordings were deleted to protect the anonymity of the participants. 
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The data collection process was thus concluded, and the interview transcripts were ready for 

analysis. 

 

3.3.6 Data Analysis 

A qualitative design requires researchers to analyse data in a manner that creates order and 

structure to the volume of data collected. Data analysis consists of preparing and organising 

the data for analysis, followed by interpreting the data into codes and themes and finally 

representing the data in figures, tables, or a discussion (Creswell, 2013). This approach to 

data analysis is advocated by Braun and Clarke and assists the researcher to identify themes 

and patterns in the data to answer the research questions (Damayanthi, 2019). Further 

information of how the researcher undertook the data analysis process is provided below.  

 

The data must be transcribed beforehand so that it is easier to organise into codes and 

themes in order to further examine the emerging patterns. All the interviews were 

transcribed verbatim and supported by the field notes made during and after the interviews. 

During the transcription process, any names and/or references to places were omitted to 

ensure the anonymity of the participants. The transcribed data was also returned to the 

participants for verification of interpretation.  The first step was to code the raw data by 

identifying topics, issues, and similarities or differences in the texts (Sutton et al., 2015). The 

field notes provided non-verbal data that was used to further support the interpretation of 

the data.  

 

The coding of data assists the researcher to reduce the raw data to manageable sections as 

applicable to the research questions (Vaismoradi, Jones, Turunen & Snelgrove, 2016). 

Catalogues were created from the interpreted data by grouping repeated patterns or 

relationships into themes. The themes were supported by rich data based on the transcripts 

and any existing literature that was reviewed. Since the theoretical approach is inductive in 

nature, the development of emerging themes or the addition of complex theme connections 

(Creswell, 2013) have to be examined. The details thereof are shared in the subsequent 

chapters. 

  

3.4 Scientific Rigour 
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Every research undertaking must be conducted in a manner that demonstrates scientific 

rigour (Hammarberg et al., 2016) in order to trust the study and subsequent findings. A 

qualitative research study utilises different criteria, as opposed to quantitative studies, to 

determine if rigour was applied throughout the study, namely credibility, transferability, 

dependability, and confirmability.  These criteria were applied to instill scientific confidence 

in the study.  

 

3.4.1 Credibility 

Credibility refers to the confidence in the “truth” of the findings (Sutton et al., 2015:229), 

and is likened to validity in quantitative studies. The researcher should be able to 

demonstrate confidence in the interpretations and conclusions drawn from the extracted 

text and transcripts to lend credibility to the research findings.  

 

Several steps were applied to ensure the credibility of the research findings. The researcher 

was able to listen to the audio recordings repeatedly during the transcription process to 

facilitate interpretation and verify emerging data themes (Noble & Smith, 2015). The 

analyses were supported by direct quotations from the transcripts to provide a rich and 

accurate description of the participants’ lived experiences (Laverty, 2003:31). The 

participants could also review a draft of the researcher’s findings and provide critical 

observations and interpretations, so that their responses were accurately represented 

(Creswell, 2013). The interview protocols and process were also fairly standardised to ensure 

the credibility of the process. Furthermore, the researcher made use of extensive notes to 

record all thoughts and interpretations (Laverty, 2003) that could impact the research 

findings. The researcher discussed the codes and themes informally with interested parties 

to confirm the development of themes and review the decision logic of her interpretations. 

 

Triangulation is another validity check that is used to confirm the research findings. Data 

triangulation was achieved by employing external data sources to confirm the findings in the 

said organisation. A total of 7 participants, external to the organisation, were interviewed 

about their lived experiences of the phenomenon, to validate the research findings. In 

addition, the researcher was able to verify the research findings with supporting evidence 

from theories extracted in the literature review.  
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3.4.2 Transferability  

Transferability is also referred to as applicability (Noble et al., 2015) and is about the findings 

being applicable to other situations or contexts where the social phenomenon may have 

occurred. A study will satisfy the criterion of transferability if rich descriptions of the 

phenomenon and participants involvement are provided, and the findings can be extended 

to other similar situations. All the findings were supported by rich data texts extracted from 

the transcripts.   

 

3.4.3 Confirmability  

Sutton et al. (2015) state that confirmability is about the extent to which the findings are 

shaped by the respondents and not researcher bias, motivation, or interest. This can be 

achieved by following an audit trail of all the participants’ texts that were captured to support 

the themes and a trail of all the steps taken to establish the findings. Furthermore, the 

researcher should be conscious of the biases and experiences she has towards the 

phenomenon and “make these explicit in the study” (Creswell, 2013:216).  The researcher 

needs to regularly engage in a process of reflexivity, or “introspective reflexivity” as described 

by Patnaik (2013:101) to maintain impartiality throughout the research process. The 

researcher was cognisant of her own perceptions and personal biases and explained these in 

the discussion so that it did not diminish the interpretative value of the study.  

 

3.4.4 Dependability 

Dependability or consistency relates to the process being verifiable where any researcher will 

reach a similar conclusion using the same data sets.  Sutton et al. (2015:227) state that there 

should be detailed record-keeping, so that any researcher should be able to follow the 

progression of research events and decision logic and arrive at the same results, based on 

the description and justification of the methodologies applied. The records should also 

provide a clear decision trail on the interpretation process itself (Laverty, 2003:31). The 

research methods as outlined in section 3.3 provides a clear overview of the steps 

implemented in the research study. In addition, a full list of codes including the details 

pertaining to categorisation and the subsequent theming are accounted for.  

 

3.5 Ethical Considerations 
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The nature of a qualitative research study entails collecting data from people, and this means 

the participants will have to be treated in a manner that aligns with ethical standards. 

Groenewald and Dondé (2017:10) define ethics as “a system of accepted beliefs that control 

behaviour, especially based on morals; the study of what is morally right and what is not”. In 

the context of research, applying ethical standards requires the participants to be treated 

with care, maintain their dignity, and respect, and ensure the confidentiality of their 

responses (Bhole, 2015).  This will ensure the integrity of the research process.  

 

Ethical clearance (see Appendix A) was obtained from the Da Vinci Institute of Management 

and Technology prior to commencing the study. Once ethical clearance was granted the 

study could be conducted and was informed by three ethical principles: autonomy, 

beneficence, and non-maleficence (Greaney, Sheehy, Heffernan, Murphy, Ni Mhaolrúnaigh, 

Heffernan & Brown; 2012).  

 

3.5.1 Autonomy 

Autonomy means that the participant can exercise their rights to participate, be excluded or 

withdraw from the research study (Townsend et al., 2010) at any point in the process. The 

principle of informed consent is applied so that the participants can adequately exercise their 

autonomy. An invitation letter was issued to all potential participants which outlined the aim 

of the study, intended outcomes and what would be required from the participants. The 

letter therefore contained all the necessary information to allow the individual to make an 

informed decision. The details of the researcher were included to allow participants to clarify 

any questions. A consent form was attached to the invitation which had to be read, signed 

and returned to the researcher, in order to participate in the study.  

 

3.5.2 Beneficence 

The concept of beneficence is concerned with “doing good for others and preventing harm” 

(Orb, et al. 2001:95) while non-maleficence is, “the duty to protect participants from harm” 

(Greaney et al., 2012:40). In order to avoid harm to the participants, anonymity was applied 

where any traces of personal or identifiable information were removed from the study, 

although references to gender, race and management level were reported in the study. 

Furthermore, any references to places, people and unique situations were masked in order 

to protect their confidentiality. There could, however, be instances where readers of this 



 

61 
 

study may be familiar with the organisational events and experiences described (Jelsma et 

al., 2005) and these could be traced back to an individual involved.  

 

The protection of data should be enforced to promote the confidentiality of the participants. 

In addition to the data protection measures emphasised in section 3.3.5, all the data 

transcripts were stored electronically, and password protected. Where written notes were 

made these were scanned and stored in an electronic format. Lastly, the analyses and 

interpretation of data was shared with some of the interested participants, so that 

information was not distorted or misrepresented (Bhole, 2015:220) by the researcher. 

Misrepresenting the findings could be seen as a form of maleficence if the participant 

experienced the interpretation of data as an act of betrayal (Jelsma et al., 2005).  

 

3.5.3 Non-Maleficence 

The researcher has to ensure application of non-maleficence when sensitive information is 

shared and apply the practice of ethical listening (Townsend et al., 2010) during the data 

gathering process. The nature of a phenomenological study means that participants share 

“lived experiences” which can sometimes be sensitive and include intimate information 

(Jelsma et al., 2005).  Discussing the events of a toxic practice or outcome can result in 

participants reliving a negative experience which can lead to psychological distress 

(Townsend et al., 2010) when they have to talk about the experiences.  This meant that the 

researcher had to listen for emotional cues when the participant was responding to more 

sensitive questions. Furthermore, because the researcher used herself as a tool for 

conducting the study (Hammarberg et al., 2016) it was necessary to be cognisant of personal 

judgements and biases throughout the study. The researcher therefore had to apply her 

judgement where participants became emotional and had to allow time for the participants 

to compose themselves or consider rescheduling the interviews, thus prioritising the needs 

of the participants above the research. 

 

3.6 Chapter Summary  

This chapter provided a detailed description of the qualitative design that was utilised to 

study the HR practices that are likely to contribute to toxic leadership.  The design was 

informed by a phenomenological approach and appropriate research methods which are 

congruent with a qualitative study. The final section of this chapter addressed ethical issues 
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at length. Since the nature of a qualitative study is to gather information from people about 

personal experiences, recounting it through words, feelings and non-verbal expressions, the 

ethical considerations are critical to the credibility of the outcomes of this study.  

 

The next chapter will expand on the data analysis process and the findings that emanated 

from the analysis.  
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Chapter 4: 

Data Analysis and Findings 

 

 

4.1 Introduction 

In this chapter the researcher will describe the data analysis process that was applied during 

the research followed by a discussion of the main findings that emerged from the analysis. 

The key themes that became evident during the research will be interpreted and discussed, 

with a brief description of each theme supported by quotations, which led to the findings. 

The aim of the data analysis was to address the secondary research objectives which in turn 

answers the research questions. The secondary objectives are restated for ease of reference: 

 

i. To examine the contributory factors that enable toxic leadership by HR 

professionals. 

ii. To identify the gaps in HR practices that contribute to toxic leadership. 

 

The research questions which intend to achieve these objectives are:  

 

i. What are the contributory factors to toxic leadership which HR professionals 

support? 

ii. How can HR professionals address the gaps in their practices to discount the role 

they play in toxic leadership? 

 

After discussing the data analysis, the research questions will be addressed based on the 

findings that emerged from the research.   

 

4.2 Data Analysis 

As mentioned in section 3.3, data analysis is the process of preparing and organising the data 

into codes and thereafter categorising the codes into themes. The process of preparing the 

data involved transcribing all the audio recordings of the interviews, using an online 

transcription service, Temi. The researcher reviewed the transcripts based on the recordings 

to ensure correctness and to substitute anonymous details referring to people or places. At 

this point all the transcripts were labelled as A1, A2, B1, B2, etc. to ensure the anonymity of 
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the participants. As explained in chapter 3, the participant’s information must be protected 

by maintaining confidentiality, which ensures integrity in the research process. The next step 

in the process was to code all the transcripts and was facilitated through the use of the 

qualitative data analysis software, Quirkos. Creswell (2013) describes the process of coding 

as aggregating the data into categories of information and examining the transcripts for 

evidence of such codes and then assigning a label to the codes. The process aims to reduce 

the volume of data into manageable sections so that the researcher is able to develop higher-

level insights and establish a theme (Vaismoradi et al., 2016). All the transcripts for the 

organisation were coded first, to identify any similarities or uniqueness that had to be 

accounted for in the interpretation of the results. Thereafter the data collected from the 

external participants were coded. The data analysis process is diagrammatically represented 

in Figure 4-4 below. 

 

 

Figure 4-4: Data Analysis Process 

 

A total of 36 codes were identified during the process and some codes were clustered 

together to eliminate redundancies and categorise similar codes. For example, the codes 

Recruitment Practices and Remuneration Practices both refer to processes or policies not 

being followed. Subsequently, these two codes were combined with other similar codes and 

referred to as ‘Inconsistent HR Practices’. Two codes were eliminated from the study as they 

did not have any significance in relation to the research questions. A full list of the codes and 

the description of each code is referenced in Appendix E. 

 

Once the duplicate and redundant codes were eliminated, the researcher combined the 

codes into categories based on similarities and differences to create the themes (Vaismoradi 

et al., 2016). A theme indicates a pattern or meaning related to the data sets and is regarded 

as an outcome of coding (Javadi & Zarea, 2016) whereas a category describes the grouping 
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of text and is used at the beginning of the theme development process to classify the data 

(Vaismoradi et al., 2016).  

 

The analysis of themes extends beyond reporting on the frequency of themes and verbatim 

reports on the participants’ feedback. Instead, the researcher is required to interpret what 

the data means or could mean (Javadi & Zarea, 2016) and clarify these interpretations. Where 

the themes were quite extensive, these were divided into sub-themes to highlight specific 

aspects of the broader theme. Vaismoradi et al. (2016) note that establishing sub-themes 

draws attention to the quality of saturation of the broader theme, which implies that there 

is a strong depth of data. Although some themes appeared more frequently in the data sets, 

Vaismoradi et al. (2016) argue that the researcher’s focus should be inclined towards the 

connection between themes and the research questions. 

 

Lastly, Creswell (2013) asserts that data sets should ideally be reduced to five or seven 

themes to allow for a manageable write-up of the findings. The researcher was able to derive 

4 themes and 6 sub-themes from the overall analysis. A graphical representation of the 

thematic analysis is indicated in Figure 4-5.  

 

 

Figure 4-5: Thematic Analysis Process 

 

4.3 Research Findings  

In this section, the prevalent themes that emerged from the data analysis will be discussed. 

Table 4-1 below provides a consolidated view of all the themes and sub-themes that were 

produced. The findings for each theme are examined and supporting evidence from the 

interview transcripts is provided. The researcher offers tentative interpretations based on 

the evidence and this is further validated with information derived from the literature 

analysis. 
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The themes are presented in line with the secondary research questions and will be restated 

for ease of reference when introducing each theme. A summary view of the research 

questions and corresponding themes is presented in Table 4-2 below. 
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Table 4-2:  Themes and Sub-themes of HR Practices 

Theme 1: Toxic 

HR  

Practices 

Theme 2: Challenges faced by HR 

Professionals  
Theme 3: Business Results at any Cost   Theme 4: HR Value Proposition 

Theme: Personal 

challenges  

Theme: 

Professional 

Challenges  

Theme: Leader's 

Behaviours & Actions  

Theme: 

Business 

Performance  

Theme: HR Agency 
Theme: Moral and 

Compliance Standards  

Bias and 

Unfairness 

 

Undervalued/Under

-appreciated 

HR Paradoxes 

a. Conflicting HR 

priorities 

Leaders/Managers 

not following HR 

practices 

 Business 

performance 

and work 

Pressures 

Addressing/Mitigating 

Gaps 

a.  Managing Change  

b. Managing Conflict 

c. Employee 

Engagement 

Values 

a.  Organisational values  

b. Individual values 

Unethical 

Behaviours 

Emotional toll 

Perceptions 

towards the HR 

Professional 

Leaders’ Behaviours: 

a. Manipulative 

Behaviours 

b. 

Bullying/Victimisation 

HR Power  

a.  Practices to reinforce 

HR 

HR Behaviours and actions 

Inconsistent HR 

Practices  

Distrust towards 

HR 

Executive decisions HR Supportive role 

HR Ethics 

Other HR 

Violations or 

Breaches  

Lack of Support 

for HR   
Custodian of HR policy 
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Table 4-3: Research Question and Corresponding Themes 

Research Question Theme 

What are the contributory factors to toxic 

leadership which HR professionals support? 

 

i. Toxic HR Practices 

ii. The Challenges faced by HR Professionals 

iii. Business Results at any Cost 

How can HR professionals address the gaps in 

their practices to discount the role they play in 

toxic leadership? 

iv. HR Value proposition 

 

4.3.1 Theme: Toxic HR Practices 

This theme describes issues of bias and unfairness, unethical behaviours and inconsistent HR 

practices where the Human Resource Professional (HRP) may be pressurised to engage in 

unethical HR actions or be inclined to abuse their power for various reasons. This theme 

addresses the secondary question: What are the contributory factors to toxic leadership which 

HR professional’s support?  

 

The findings that emerged for this theme indicate that HRPs are not always consistent in their 

practices, since organisational managers and leaders are not subjected to the same or similar 

processes as compared to the rest of employees. This is supported by the participants’ 

statements below: 

I think it's just giving into whatever. Yeah. And not doing the right thing. Um, about 

standing as the objective part of business partner between, um, people and, um, line. 

(Participant B4) 

  

Our reluctance to say, no, in some instances, you know, our reluctance to say, that’s not 

going to happen. This is the rules. And, and, and probably sometimes, um, because of 

fear or because of relationships that you have with some of the managers, businesses, or 

employees, that you might lose your neutrality.  (Participant A4) 
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I would say the people pleasing the, wanting to be liked and able to put your, foot down 

is causing these kinds of toxic relations and inconsistency, in how we address issues. If 

one person deviates, they get a written warning. If somebody else does the same 

deviation, they go to a disciplinary and are dismissed and those types of things. Those 

are the issues that I've experienced that have contributed to a toxic work environment. 

(Participant A3) 

 

The HRP is inclined to offer preferential treatment to the organisational leaders since they want 

to create a favourable impression with the organisational leaders, because this group of people 

evaluate HR’s performance. The HRP thus ingratiates themselves to the “client” who seems to 

define HR’s value based on their contribution to the organisation’s financial targets (Heizmann 

& Fox, 2017). The HRP wants to be recognised as a valued business partner and aligns their HR 

activities to satisfy the organisational leader’s expectations (Gerpott, 2015). As mentioned in the 

literature review, the HRP is confronted with paradoxes in the role and focusing their efforts on 

one side creates tension for the HRP. The HRP would therefore try to find alternative ways to 

reduce this tension.  

 

Marchington (2015:180) believes that HRPs should be more critical of the business impact of 

their decisions because they must, “distinguish between decisions that are driven by the business 

and decisions driven for the business.” HRPs who are focused on pleasing the business leaders 

are likely to succumb to toxic practices which may yield short-term results but would 

compromise the overall integrity of the HR function in the organisation.  

 

Other examples of the HRP being partial in their treatment of organisational leaders would be 

the support of unethical actions. This is evidenced by a few participants who intentionally 

supported unethical behaviours of influential leaders in an effort to reposition themselves as 

formidable HR business partners.  

She was probably in the role about six to eight months. And then she went on maternity 

and  I went in on the contract and like three weeks into the role, I was told they thought 

about it and they decided that she should be demoted and would I like the role. 

(Participant B6) 
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In the past, I once supported a toxic leader who wanted to get rid of two employees he 

felt were not performing. I had just had a fall-out with him on another issue, and he was 

very influential in the organisation. I saw this as an opportunity to rebuild our 

relationship.  (Participant B3) 

 

These findings demonstrate that the HRPs deliberately chose a relationship with business leaders 

in an effort to foster co-operation and preserve their partnership status in the relationship. This 

alliance implies that the HRPs are likely to look the other way or be silent on unethical acts 

committed by the leaders (Csillag, 2019). It further suggests that the HRP is complicit in the 

leader’s actions.  

 

Participants also cited other examples of attempting to please a stakeholder and were blatantly 

asked to circumvent the policy or condone unethical HR practices:  

This terminology is called what...beefing up. I didn’t know it. So, until I got to know the 

terminology beefing up, it means that if somebody has done something minor, that 

particular incident can be beefed up. And it becomes serious to a point of dismissal. That's 

why there was a lot of personality clash. (Participant A5) 

 

And she asked me to do something that was very unethical. She asked me to look at a 

senior HRM’s, educational background on HR Focus. I refused. And she got very angry at 

me. I said, you can get angry at me, but I'm never going to do that. I'm sorry. You have 

your own access. Why don't you open it, use your access to have a look at someone’s 

info? I said, he is three steps ahead of me and that's unethical. And I signed a 

confidentiality for this. And she said it was just his education, you're not looking at his 

salary. (Participant B4) 

 

Where the HRP possesses a strong moral character, as evidenced above, it creates tension in the 

relationship with the stakeholder and the HRP is unlikely to be perceived as a team player. 

Participant A5 mentioned that he, “was banned there… because (he) did not like the terminology 

beefing up”. This example is indicative of actions that are taken against the HRP, if they do not 
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support the leader’s request. Boddy (2018) maintains that organisational members need to 

possess high levels of moral courage to promote ethical behaviour, especially when pressurised 

to perform unethical actions. As outlined in chapter 2, the HRP perceives their power as being 

likely to diminish if they do not support organisational leaders. Consequently, the HRP may 

choose to rationalise the leader’s request as an isolated incident and bend the rules to maintain 

co-operation in the relationship, further strengthening their position as a business partner.  

  

Inconsistent HR practices emerged as a strong category under this theme and notably most of 

the inconsistencies related to recruitment and remuneration matters. Erasmus (2018) confirms 

in a South African study that recruitment and remuneration practices were ranked amongst the 

top HR practices most susceptible to unethical behaviours. Participants who raised the issue of 

inconsistent recruitment practices complained about the pressures exerted by line managers to 

circumvent the policy. In regard to the issue of remuneration practices, it was not clear, between 

the line manager or HRP, who initiated the circumstances that lead to the inconsistencies, 

although this was not part of the research study. It does, however, highlight that both parties are 

accountable to establish ethical behaviour in HR practices. The excerpts from three participant 

interviews provide evidence to support the finding of inconsistent HR practices: 

I think recruitment is, is the biggest one because we, would always basically fight, you 

know, even though we have we, would have an employment equity plan when we do 

recruitment, most of the times we deviate from the plan and managers are sometimes 

not willing to look at people with potential. And they will always go for whoever they 

basically want irrespective of the impacts that it would have on their employment equity 

sort of figures. (Participant A3) 

  

It’s confidential, people will slip out, slip of the tongue and get excited that, Oh, I wasn’t 

expecting a 7% increase only to be told that you're not going to get any increases. And 

when you ask questions, you find out that out of three people, only one person was given 

a salary increase. (Participant B7) 

 

You know, if I have an offer, if recruitment brings an offer on the table for an external 

candidate, that person may be on R15 000. And in terms of our median, we have our 
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ranges. We pay in the median. The median is R14 000. We did actually offer an internal 

candidate because who as a result or a victim of our unfairness in terms of when they 

started this individual was on 10, but we had offered 12. And when this person says, no, 

I can't take 2000 increase. And we said, no, it's fine, you can leave it. But then we then 

advertised externally, same skill, but we are willing to pay 15. (Participant A5) 

 

The inconsistent practices can be quite blatant as explained in the recruitment example by 

Participant A5. The budget set for the role was R15 000, but the recruiting team were not 

prepared to pay an internal candidate that amount. This was despite the fact that the internal 

candidate was underpaid from the onset. This example demonstrates that the HRP would 

implement decisions that may be socially unethical but serve the interests of the organisation. 

However, Simões et al. (2018), believes the HRP may not fully comprehend the moral aspects of 

their decisions and are likely to rationalise their own unethical decisions, to the extent that it 

supports one of their dual roles.  Thus, the HRP’s decisions are not deliberately unethical but 

rather driven by the competing demands inherent in their role.    

 

Another aspect of HR power that emerged in conversations was the potential to abuse this 

power.  One participant recalled an experience with an HR Director who seemed to abuse his 

power by removing people that he did not approve of. Another example was inferred by a 

participant that HR could abuse their position of power, depending on where their allegiances 

lie. These findings are supported by excerpts from two participants’ interviews: 

He basically would identify a senior manager or manager that he did not approve of and 

would find a way to get rid of that person. So, there was a lot of, you know, and, even in 

terms of the HR team, you know you counted your words, when you had any interaction 

with him, because he had this reputation. And, and people were afraid to stand up to him 

because he had this power. (Participant A2) 

  

There are these opportunities that you're presented with where you can potentially 

manipulate one side or that, or the other possibly buy into the concept to suit not only 

your own needs, but let's say for example, the company's needs as, as well as the other 

way around. So, there is sometimes an opportunity where the employees have presented 
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something, and  you go to management with something, and you might have the power 

to manipulate management into believing that they must sort of adhere to this request 

from the employees. (Participant B2) 

 

These findings are indicative of leaders who use their positional power to achieve personal gains 

(Braun, 2017) and suggests that HR leaders can manipulate circumstances to suit self-serving 

agendas.   

 

Another form of power abuse was expressed by Participant B7 who intimated that HR leaders 

can abuse their power when they seem to not act against influential people who spread toxicity 

in the environment:  

Um, I, I think the HR leaders don’t take a stand on the HR policies. They’re more influenced 

if I’m making sense, because as an HR professional, you stand by the rules and your role 

is to ensure that the rules are enforced, not influenced by circumstances, but I’ve noticed 

in most instances, they looked as if, they powerless, if, I may put it because of influence, 

um, uh, around the circumstances.  (Participant B7) 

 

Based on the literature findings, the conclusion is that the HRPs are probably afraid of the 

repercussions for defying these people, given their level of influence in the organisation. Boddy 

(2018) argues that even HRPs are likely to struggle to stand up to a bullying leader.  In essence, 

the HRP may choose to collude or conform to appease the influential forces. These HR leaders 

are likely to fulfil a followership role, which ultimately creates a toxic environment (Padilla et al., 

2007).  

 

The next section addresses the challenges experienced by HR professionals as they fulfil their 

responsibilities.    

 

4.3.2 Theme: Challenges faced by HR Professionals. 

The HRP is confronted with a variety of personal and professional challenges in their roles and 

this discussion aims to elucidate these challenges and how they contribute to creating toxic 

leadership in organisations. This theme addresses the secondary research question: What are 
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the contributory factors to toxic leadership which HR professionals support? There are two sub-

themes which will be discussed, 

a) Personal challenges, and 

b) Professional challenges. 

 

4.3.2.1 Sub-Theme: Personal Challenges 

Personal challenges emanated from the participants’ sentiments towards their roles as an HRP 

and the nature of the work involved, resulting in internal conflict or tension. Participants 

expressed a concern over the lack of appreciation of their efforts by organisational leaders and 

the emotional burden that was associated with the role. There also seemed to be a sense of role 

confusion and whether they contributed to creating value for the organisation, as suggested by 

the participants’ views below:  

I believe that the role of HR within the organisation needs to be clarified and needs to be 

well understood as that of a strategic business partner, rather than that of an 

afterthought, because most of the time this happens when the role or support provided 

is not well understood. (Participant B1) 

 

It's like the way I look at it, sometimes I feel as if they feel like HR is like, we are not doing 

anything, let me put it that way because obviously they are in the operation space. So, 

and we are on the support side. So sometimes I really feel that our work is not that 

important. (Participant A8) 

 

I mean, in general I found it in the business a lot, you know, HR, this and HR that and HR 

is always the stepchild. I mean, yeah. There’s always, criticism, you will never not have 

any criticism. Um, and they also don't name, you know, who in HR or what HR, it’s just 

HR. (Participant A1) 

 

The criticisms of the HRP’s work resulted in role confusion or ambiguity, leading to the HRPs 

feeling devalued and ultimately creating a stressful situation. These findings are supported by 

Wu, Peng and Estay (2018), and concluded that individuals who perform a role of increased job 

complexity and work with toxic leaders are strongly inclined to experience greater role stress.  
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As such, HRPs working with toxic leaders are more likely to experience increased stress levels 

and as discussed in section 2.3.5, these environmental stressors can induce toxic behaviours in 

the HRP. 

 

The negative perceptions towards the HR function evoke feelings of the HRP being insignificant, 

especially when organisational leaders use a financial lens to inform their decisions 

(Marchington, 2015; Dundon & Rafferty, 2018). This perception is strengthened by Heizmann 

and Fox (2017), who contend that the HR function is a cost centre and does not make a direct 

economic contribution to the business. In addition, opinions of the HR function are also informed 

by the perceptions of people who use the HR services and the extent to which the HRP delivered 

according to the client’s expectations (Catley et al., 2017). 

 

Furthermore, the leaders do not always support the activities of the HR department nor do they 

adhere to the HR practices themselves (Sikora & Ferris, 2014). This could stem from the leaders’ 

previous disappointments of engaging with the HR function, which resulted in distrust and the 

leaders concluding that they do not derive value from the relationship with the HRP.   

 

HRPs are likely to be heavily invested in their work and not living up to the perceived demands 

of the role can have a negative impact on a person’s self-esteem (O’Brien & Linehan, 2014). 

Where the HRP must mediate between line managers and employees, Participant A5 explained 

that one is, “always conflicted and mindful at the back of your mind that there’s going to be a 

loser”. These circumstances create doubt in the HRP’s ability to add value and regular exposure 

to these experiences leads to despondency. To overcome the discouragement, the HRP may 

ingratiate themselves with the leader depending on their trust of the leader (Schyns & Schilling, 

2013). This could lead to the HRP feeling more inspired and fulfilled because their work is being 

appreciated, failing which their intention to leave strengthens (Akca, 2017; Kipfelsberger & Kark, 

2018).  

 

The next section outlines the professional challenges experienced by the participants and how 

these challenges could contribute to creating toxic leadership.  
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4.3.2.2 Sub-Theme: Professional Challenges 

Professional challenges experienced by the HRP comprised conflicting priorities within the role, 

lack of support for the HRP’s work and distrust towards the HRP. Most of the participants 

referred to the inherent dichotomy of the role, because the HRP should uphold the interests of 

both the organisation and the employees. As mentioned in the literature review, these interests 

tend to contradict one another, creating conflict for the HRP, but Participant B3 provided a few 

reasons why the HRP would most likely side with the organisation: 

1. The HR professional’s personal situation, they cannot afford to resign even if they don’t 

agree with the employer.  

2. The HR professional is often disempowered and not taken seriously. 

3. The HR professional sees this as an opportunity to prove themselves to the organisation. 

4. The employee’s strategy is also a factor, the HR professional cannot be seen to be 

supporting an employee who blatantly goes against the organisation. 

 

Participant A5 shared a practical experience of how the dichotomy of the HR role plays out in 

reality and where the resulting impact is that the HRP cannot be trusted: 

We (HR) are expected to do employee engagement. We are expected to do employee 

consultation, induction and tell them about the beautiful company that they’re supposed 

to be working for. Two weeks later, we are expected to implement section 189 of the 

same employees. Yeah. So, what that does is, it creates mistrust between HR and the 

employees…. maybe 1% employees do understand that it’s not, you, it's not HR, it is the 

business because they can’t, at that moment, differentiate whether it is HR or its you 

personally, or it is the business itself. 

 

Participant B3 further intimated that in situations where the HRP expresses concerns about 

unethical business practices or unscrupulous managers, it usually comes at a cost, “with either 

the HR professional leaving the organisation or being frozen out of key leadership calls as they 

are seen as a constraint to “quick implementation”.” Consequently, the HRP would instead 

choose the path of least resistance, by adopting a follower approach to the leader’s agenda, 

regardless of the potential impact to the employees (Thoroughgood et al., 2012). 
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Consequently, management and employees expect that the HRP will evaluate the situation fairly 

and make an objective assessment of the HR decisions to be made. The natural assumption is 

that management’s interests are aligned to the business objectives. However, if the HRP is 

working with a toxic leader, the leader’s personal ambitions will take precedence over the 

business agenda (Mehta & Maheshwari, 2014). The HRP must thus support three different 

agendas; that of the business, the leadership/management; and the employees (Marchington, 

2015). Furthermore, the HRP is only perceived to be fair by the various stakeholders if the HRP 

supports their respective agendas. This is impossible for the HRP to achieve, given the duality of 

their role, and perceptions of the HRP’s service delivery are thus influenced by its outcomes. 

Where the HRP has not satisfied the various stakeholders’ expectations, the HRP must work 

harder to strengthen such relationships, because the stakeholder believes the trust has been 

broken.  

 

A lack of trust can emanate from the HRP’s working relationship with the leadership team and 

the extent to which employees perceive that the HRP will address their concerns fairly. Another 

example was provided by Participant B4 who had to redeem the trust of the leadership team 

because her predecessor had broken their trust. These findings are supported by the following 

comments: 

I happened to be perceived as a close person to the operations manager. So, the 

[employee] was bold enough to even tell me that I’m aware that you are close to this 

person. So, I do not have a confidence in you that you will resolve my issue amicably. 

(Participant B1) 

 

Eventually, um, the store staff used her as an info person, um, so that they would make 

these little meetings and they talked to the shop stewards and the union reps, and then 

use that now to lodge complaints against management. And managers couldn’t 

understand how that information was being shared because they wouldn’t be the ones 

to share it. And then one of the staff members slipped up and said, yeah, but then that 

girl, said it to us. HR said it, she told us, then that became quite an ugly thing. 

(Participant B4) 
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The behaviours and actions of the HRP, such as insincerity, deviousness and unfairness (de Vries, 

2018) are indicative of whether the staff are able to trust the HRP. If the HRP has the propensity 

for such behaviours, it creates distrust amongst stakeholders. In the latter example shared by 

Participant B4, the HRP was a perceived threat to the organisation and automatically distrusted 

given their history with the previous HRP. Such perceived threats are associated with 

environments that condone toxic leadership (Padilla et al., 2007). This suggests that distrust 

towards the HR function will permeate the organisation and the HRP is excluded from crucial 

conversations where critical HR advice may be required.  The conclusion is that the HRP can only 

instil confidence by being consistent in demonstrating trustworthy behaviours. 

 

HR professionals can only address issues of unfairness and inconsistency if an issue has been 

escalated to them. One participant mentioned that he could only get involved if the employee’s 

concerns were raised through the organisation’s reporting mechanisms and if he had the 

employee’s consent to address the matter: 

As an HR professional and only if it’s reported, the only time I can actually get involved, 

if it’s reported whether it’s through a grievance, whether it’s through an anonymous call 

centre or tip-off line, whether it’s through any kind of all appeal because of a process that 

happened that wasn’t fair. (Participant B5) 

 

This suggests that the HRP is not always aware of the staff concerns or gaps in HR practices that 

may require corrective action. Staff may be unaware of the mechanisms for raising issues or 

assume that HR should be observant or conscious of what is happening in the organisation. This 

specific issue was expressed by Participant B4, who said it was difficult to know everything that 

went on in the organisation unless people spoke about it: 

I don’t have mind power or spying or a crystal ball in my hand. So, anything that happens 

or information that is shared, it is up to you to let me know. So, I cannot protect you if 

you don’t tell me what’s going on. (Participant B4) 

 

Furthermore, HRPs tend to be preoccupied with their business partner role and may not take the 

time to consider the interests and well-being of employees (O’Brien & Linehan, 2014). As 

explained in chapter 2, section 2.5, the HRP must mediate between management and 
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employees, especially when a dispute arises. This requires the HRP to be impartial and 

investigate the facts of the situation from both perspectives. The challenge is that HRPs hold a 

subordinate power position in organisations and their decisions have to be ratified by the 

organisational leaders (Mokgolo & Barnard, 2019). Such situations can lead to resentment and 

distrust of the HRP because the employee assumes that HR is aware of their stressful situation 

but is failing to intervene.   

 

The increasing complexity and paradoxical nature of the HR role contributes to emotional tension 

(O’Brien & Linehan, 2014) which leaves the HRP uncertain, if they do fulfil the mandate as 

outlined in their role description or satisfy the stakeholders’ needs. 

 

Ulrich et al. (2017b) observe that managing these paradoxes is also applicable to leaders, not 

only HRPs. They suggest that both the HRP and the leaders should engage in discussions to clarify 

the paradoxes and outline circumstances and criteria when one polarity must be prioritised over 

another. This seemingly ideal approach does not, however, work for toxic leaders who prefer 

confusion and ambiguity in their environments (Laguda, 2020), since they do not want to be held 

accountable when the organisational system breaks down. On the other hand, the HRPs are still 

grappling to make sense of their own contributions to the organisational goals. It may also be 

the case that there is an avoidance of complexity to analyse the paradoxes that both parties are 

struggling with.  

  

4.3.3 Theme: Business Results at any Cost 

The third theme refers to the behaviours and decisions of the organisational leaders in their 

efforts to achieve the desired business outcomes. The theme addresses the secondary research 

question: What are the contributory factors to toxic leadership which HR professional’s support? 

There are two sub-themes that emerged which are discussed below, namely, 

a) Leader’s behaviours and actions, and 

b) Business performance.  
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4.3.3.1 Sub-Theme: Leader’s Behaviours and Actions 

This theme explores the negative behaviours and actions of leaders in response to the HRP’s 

request for appropriate HR interventions. 

 

The organisation in question seemed to have a strong ethical culture as well as a strong HR 

presence, since the HR team appeared to act swiftly on ethical code violations. Where the HRP 

has a strong support structure they are able to escalate matters and challenge the senior leaders’ 

decisions. For example, Participant A5 was able to successfully support his colleague to confront 

a senior leader who authorised COVID-19-positive employees to work after hours on the business 

premises.  

 

On the other hand, HRPs interviewed outside of the organisation were less fortunate in 

challenging the senior managers in their organisations. In some organisations, the HRP does not 

have support structures to escalate matters, other than the executive team. Organisational 

leaders would exercise their positional power and influence to silence the HRP as was suggested 

by Participant B7, who explained that, “Once you challenge your line manager or somebody 

senior than you, it’s like you’re challenging the powers and you get sidelined.”  

 

Consequently, a vacuum is created since the HRP is not able to provide HR counsel on the leader’s 

decisions. This vacuum creates an opportunity for toxic leader behaviours to become rampant 

since their decisions go unchallenged. This finding was observed by Participant B2 whose CEO 

refused to take advice on consolidating the leave policies of three merged entities:  

And he had decided that, um, management, regardless of how high up or junior 

management, Management was entitled to 18 days, and that was it. And it needed to 

change and explaining to him that the consultation process and they actually have a right 

to sort of question it. And I was told in no uncertain terms, of course there was particular 

language used as well, that, um, he does not care. We will change the policy and they 

will get 18 days. (Participant B2) 

 

This evidence suggests a master-servant relationship between the organisational leaders and the 

HRP (Heizmann & Fox, 2017), because the HRP must implement the instruction without 
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challenging it.  These circumstances also suggest that the organisation’s senior leaders are 

governed by a different set of rules and the HRP may not have decision-making powers to 

challenge the executive decisions (Mokgolo & Barnard, 2019).  Heizmann and Fox (2017) state 

that a power differential exists between the organisational leaders and the HRP, because the HR 

function is a cost centre that does not make a direct contribution to the organisation’s bottom 

line. Resulting from locus of control and the power difference, the HRP may feel vulnerable in 

seeking to challenge the executive decisions, fearing that the repercussions will threaten their 

continued employment.   

 

Another instance that related to the behaviours of leaders was their reluctance to follow the HR 

practices. This may be indicative of the leaders not wanting to expose their incompetence or 

their favouritism towards certain employees. Examples of this are provided below:  

Most of the time we find that a manager becomes a toxic manager or a bad manager 

with bad leadership skills, not because of their own doing, because, because we want to 

keep Joe Soap on the job. And Joe is a very good specialist in what he does. Let’s make 

him manager of employee relations so that he doesn’t go, but he is very bad, he has not 

even a single iota of leadership in him. (Participant A5) 

 

So, he allows his 2IC to run rampant, to swear at people, to treat them badly to run 

roughshod over anybody, that’s in his way. And when all these people then elevate or 

raise the complaint or the concerns to the manager, who’s actually got the authority he 

shuts them down. You understand, because he’s reliant (on the 2IC). So that’s why I’m 

saying incompetence where a manager doesn’t have the skills to do the job. (Participant 

B5) 

 

The employee was very, uh, very long standing for 16 years of employment. She needed 

to pay her son’s school fees, but regardless of what the need was (she) still took R800 

from the company and he had to let her go. So, the line didn’t want to, he wanted to give 

a final written warning. I said, but we terminate people for taking money, R50 or a R100 

and, or even 50 cents from the till point, you can’t do that. (Participant B4) 
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The researcher contends that the leaders are likely to protect the employees who do the work 

on their behalf, concealing their incompetence, and such employees are perceived as being 

favoured. This was confirmed by Milosevic et al. (2019), who described the attempts made by 

toxic leaders to conceal their incompetence and maintain control. The leader would go to great 

lengths to cover up her or his incompetence, including protecting their employees from 

disciplinary action. On the other hand, Sikora and Ferris (2014) argue that the organisational 

leaders merely lack HR competence and will therefore rely on the team members to implement 

the HR practices on their behalf. 

 

The findings further indicate that leaders will engage in manipulative behaviours to the extent 

that the HRP is immobilised and unable to conclude a matter without approval from them. In the 

two examples below, both HRPs reported to the heads of the respective organisations and 

struggled to obtain a clear mandate. These findings are supported by the following excerpts from 

the interviews: 

And, however, when it came to certain decision-making things I wasn’t included. It was 

like cloak-and-dagger management style. If you know what I mean? It’s like the one 

minute it’s this, but then I never said it. I don’t know what you mean. Now suddenly they 

have amnesia, and they never said those things. (Participant B6) 

 

He used to call these guys in for interviews, no process followed properly, promise them 

the world. He would then tell me, offer them this, send them the letter of appointment, 

which I would do. And they would come back, and they’d be like, Whoa, that’s not what 

we were promised. We were promised a lot more money. We were promised shares. We 

were promised a whole lot of things. And I just felt like I was constantly being set up. 

(Participant B2) 

 

As explained in the literature review, section 2.3.2, this manipulative behaviour is indicative of 

dark triad leaders who seek to control situations through incongruent messaging. The leader’s 

manipulative tactics create frustration and confusion, resulting in the HRP being indecisive. 

Accordingly, the HRP’s personality traits will indicate their level of vulnerability to either collude 

or conform with the leader’s agenda (Nevicka et al., 2018), and the extent to which they will 



 

83 
 

rationalise the leader’s behaviour as being acceptable (Simões et al., 2018). The HRP may choose 

to blindly follow the leader’s instructions or become demoralised and no longer pursue the 

issues. In the following section the sub-theme of Business Performance will be discussed.  

 

4.3.3.2 Sub-Theme: Business Performance 

Business performance refers to the work-related pressures and commitments to achieve the 

organisation’s financial targets and profitability (Marchington, 2015). All the interviews were 

conducted during the lockdown period and these unique circumstances merely highlighted the 

business pressures that people are normally exposed to. The significance of this theme is that 

business goals are rationalised at the expense of fulfilling HR goals and the HRP must support the 

business goals to be perceived as a strategic business partner (Marchington, 2015).  

 

The findings reveal that line managers tend to prioritise business results and emphasise work 

pressures as the reason to circumvent HR protocols. This was supported by Participant A5 when 

defending an HR colleague who was reprimanded for reporting a senior manager about a policy 

violation. The senior manager’s team were forcing COVID-19-positive employees to work after 

hours to maintain production schedules and this action was against the company’s policy. 

Examples of this are supported by the following comments: 

I did find, you know, in the business sometimes, like you sit there, they try to bend the 

rules, um, and they always use the excuse of pressure, you know, um, they don’t have 

time to pay attention to the detail. (Participant A1) 

  

What I then find out was that business were during the night, bringing this person to 

come and do work. Then there was an e-mail that we were insulted by the business. This 

is now the opening of the e-mail, who is the owner of this policy? I want to see that owner 

of the policy to appear before business, that can explain themselves because they don’t 

understand how business work, because business is saying, you shouldn’t be bringing this 

person to work. Doesn’t matter whether in isolation, because the doctor has said, he’s 

not fit to come to work. Yeah. When I went back to the business, I said, it’s not about 

money. It’s about the company obligation to create a safe working environment. 

(Participant A5) 
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The aforementioned examples indicate that business results must be achieved at the cost of HR 

priorities, effectively to not place people’s lives at risk. Sikora and Ferris (2014) agree that 

managers will not prioritise HR goals because of their already demanding workloads and do not 

regard HR practices as part of their responsibilities.  

 

Another instance of business performance being prioritised is clear from Participant A6, who 

explained how the interns were used as additional resources during the lockdown period to 

achieve the organisation’s financial targets at the expense of their in-service training: “So that 

means that now the focus is on our interns, on our learners to come in and assist full-time. But 

what has been sacrificed there is the training time.” The lockdown period was an unprecedented 

situation for the organisation and required careful and considered treatment of employees, yet 

the participant felt that business pressures were always cited as the reason for interns being 

used to fulfil the duties of permanent employees. The in-service training for the interns was, 

therefore, not treated as a priority.  

 

These findings suggest that operational goals supersede the HR goals. A different view is held by 

Gill, Gardner, Claeys and Vangronsvelt (2018) who state that organisational leaders may not want 

to attend to time-consuming HR practices because this will delay any short-term results and 

subsequently compromise their goals.  The participants further acknowledged that the 

achievement of the business goals is prioritised, which compels the HRP to compromise on the 

attainment of the HR goals. The findings are supported by the following views: 

And so, yes, there are definitely instances where I would say as HR, you end up maybe 

being in favour with the manager because the manager’s idea it’ sort of upholds the 

company, um, its targets in terms of that decision sort of, it will help the company in 

generating revenue or in, in meeting its goals. So, but it is definitely not in favour of the 

employee. (Participant A6) 

 

At the end of the day, you unfortunately are balancing the, the people side of things with 

the money-making side of things or the profits, the profitability of a company, the first 
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place that people, that companies cut when they’re trying to save money is people. 

(Participant B2) 

 

These experiences further clarify the duality of the HRP’s role and how the employee advocate 

role is marginalised in favour of other business priorities (O’Brien & Linehan, 2014; Marchington, 

2015). It also highlights the prevalence of a dominant masculine-type culture which prioritises 

economic goals over social goals.  As explained in the literature findings, in section 2.3.5, a strong 

masculine-type culture can lead to toxic practices, where HR could indiscriminately attend to the 

business priorities and neglect the people-related priorities.   

 

In another example, one participant seemed to defend the actions of a manager even when the 

staff complained about his treatment of them. The HRP appeared to rationalise the manager’s 

behaviour as acceptable because the work was not being completed and the deadline was 

looming. The HRP knew the manager very well which suggests that she was biased towards the 

manager, given that she was able to justify his actions towards the staff. In this situation, the 

manager appeared to be under pressure to deliver and the team was compromising these 

outputs, as explained by the participant:  

The employee sees him as a bully, but because, because he takes action, you know? But 

he doesn't do it for personal gain. He’s doing it because he wants the job done and, and 

these guys are standing around and not working. (Participant A2) 

 

This finding is characteristic of the argument advanced by de Vries (2018), that environmental 

pressures create stress, and the employees then interpret the leader’s response to the pressure 

as being toxic. Additionally, the HRP did not perceive the manager’s behaviour as inappropriate 

or unethical since she most likely wanted to protect herself (Parkes & Davis, 2013) or maintain 

her loyalty to the relationship with the manager (Csillag, 2019).  

 

The discussion above centred on the theme of Business Results at any Cost and emphasised the 

work pressures and leaders’ behaviours that compromise HR practices. The next section covers 

the theme, HR Value Proposition.  
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4.3.4 Theme: HR Value Proposition 

HR Value Proposition is the fourth theme and refers to the notable contributions of the HRPs to 

support the achievement of the organisation’s objectives and minimise the risks associated with 

aligning the HR objectives (Ulrich & Dulebohn, 2015). This theme generated the most codes and 

addresses the secondary research question: How can HR professionals address the gaps in their 

practices to discount the role they play in toxic leadership? This theme is sub-divided into two 

sub-themes which emphasises the strengths of the HR function, namely, 

a) HR agency, and 

b) Moral and compliance standards.  

 

4.3.4.1 Sub-Theme: HR Agency 

HR Agency specifically refers to the actions taken by HR professionals to address gaps in HR 

practices, to intervene in matters relating to conflict or change management and to encourage 

employee engagement in the organisation (Fox & Cowan, 2015; Mokgolo & Barnard, 2019). This 

theme also addresses the power exercised by HR to influence certain outcomes and the 

supportive role they provide to managers and employees.  

 

In an effort to address gaps in HR practices, most of the participants reported the importance of 

having the right relationships in place to achieve the desired outcomes. This finding is supported 

in the literature by Ulrich et al. (2017a) regarding the HRP’s role as a credible activist who must 

build trusting relationships to influence the business. Examples of this finding are provided 

below:  

But the relationship building is critical because you have to build trusting relationships 

with everyone in your organisation in some form or the other to be able to, when you 

speak, that people will listen to you and actually take your advice and want to change for 

the better. (Participant B6) 

 

It is about having the right relationships with the people in the business, so that when 

you’re dealing with the likes of a toxic relationship or behaviours, that HR has a voice to 

be able to speak to that person directly without fear. (Participant B3) 
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The HRP thus achieves credibility when they keep to their commitments and convey consistent 

messages with integrity (Ulrich, 2016). These behaviours will engender trust in the HRP, and the 

HR services being offered, and organisational leaders may be less inclined to encourage HRPs to 

engage in toxic HR practices. 

 

The participants provided many examples of addressing HR gaps in a proactive manner when the 

issues were brought to their attention. One HRP took the lead to amend the organisation’s study 

policy so that it was not a hindrance to the staff’s development. These efforts are indicative of 

the credible activist role whereby the HRP endeavours to eliminate obstacles that may impede 

the employee’s development. Such actions promote trust and demonstrate the HRP’s 

commitment to people development. An example of this is provided by Participant A5: 

It will be an employee that is finding herself, working in the call centre environment in 

another region. Then that particular person is prevented from studying an LLB degree, or 

a psychology degree, because they are told you must study something that is in line with 

the work that you currently do. And that on its own has caused problems. I changed (the 

policy) because people find themselves doing jobs, not, because these are the jobs that 

they want to do, because these were the jobs that are available….so they want to 

upgrade their skills. So, you cannot say, don’t do Finance, because you are not in Finance. 

(Participant A5) 

 

Addressing ethical issues were evident in the interviews with participants and this reaffirms the 

role of HRPs to intervene in unethical behaviours of employees. Participant A4 referred to 

disciplining a senior manager who made inflammatory comments towards a colleague in front of 

other colleagues, and subsequently apologised for these comments. Although the manager had 

apologised for his behaviour, the HRP took a strong stance to initiate a disciplinary enquiry since 

the individual’s behaviour was not in line with the organisation’s ethical code. As such, the HRP 

is not responsible for the management of ethics, but is responsible for how employees relate to 

one another (Erasmus, 2018), as clarified below: 

But the comments were made in front of 20, 30 other people that were in the room, who, 

in my view, if the issue wasn’t addressed you would have thought that’s the acceptable 

behaviour for the company. Um, so we needed to make sure that statement doesn’t go 
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unchallenged, and that the message is clear from the business point of view. And we had 

to follow proper disciplinary process, despite the apology, the employee ended up being 

dismissed, but that was not the key message. (Participant A4) 

 

These findings are indicative of how the HRP must intervene at appropriate times, so that a 

situation does not become toxic if it remains unaddressed. The HRP’s actions also demonstrate 

support of the organisation’s code of conduct, which typically clarifies acceptable behaviours 

between colleagues. The HRP is therefore able to initiate disciplinary action against an employee 

who contravenes the organisation’s code of conduct.   

 

The participants referred to their role as change agents to mitigate HR-related issues. As 

explained in Chapter 2, section 2.5, the HRP must develop practices to manage change effectively 

in the organisation and should be able to lead such conversations (Ulrich & Dulebohn, 2015). The 

HRP must therefore be at the forefront and ensure that staff are actively engaged in dialogues 

regarding the changes. Examples are shared by two participants who expressed a willingness to 

listen and engage in frank conversations with the employees:  

So as a HR professional, you need to be aware, uh, when these things happen in, the 

organisations and address them quickly, and also feed back to people to say that we are 

aware that this, uh, there’s this and that, is happening and we want to help and ask them 

for their contribution and suggestion on what is it that they can do to make the situation 

better. (Participant B7) 

 

I personally went to, to that big group meeting, and I said, today, I’m here to listen. And, 

and in that listening, I gave the opportunity. Their management team was there anyway. 

One I did the assurance to say, this is an open session, there’s no victimisation, trust me, 

you know. And I openly got people to talk. (Participant A4) 

     

The participants referred to the power of the HR function in taking accountability for activities 

within their purview and effecting appropriate change that supports the business strategy. Based 

on the interviews, the researcher deduced that the power of the HR function is inferred through 

the,  
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a) reinforcement of the company’s policies and procedures,  

b) consistency in HR practices, and  

c) providing support to employees who may require the HRP to address their concerns.  

 

The following excerpts offer examples of the HRP’s ability to exercise this power: 

And HR has a huge impact in making sure that we're saying, no, we cannot appoint this 

particular person because of one, two, three, we can, eh, there are people that are on 

succession planning that they can take the role. But when we keep quiet in that regard, 

we supporting whatever has taken place. (Participant A6) 

 

In one case they’ve actually completed a grievance, a formal grievance. So, so then we 

do definitely have to [act]’and we do have a lot of power in helping to manage that 

situation. (Participant A2) 

 

So, I told him in this, in this place, we follow the rules. There's no appointment or decision 

that is made from an HR perspective, that is not in line with a process or a policy. We 

have an SOP in place. You have a policy in place, you have a disciplinary code in place, 

you adhere to these and it will work out. (Participant B4) 

 

These findings confirm that HRPs must mediate disputes and reinforce the organisation’s policies 

and procedures (Fox & Cowan, 2015). Furthermore, these findings underscore the views of 

Laguda (2020) that internal control systems such as ethical codes and policies and procedures 

need to be intensified. Such governance frameworks provide support to the HRP to reduce the 

opportunity for toxic people practices occurring.  

The above discussion conveyed the findings related to the sub-theme HR Agency. The next 

section will address the second sub-theme, Moral and Compliance Standards. 

 

4.3.4.2 Sub-Theme: Moral and Compliance Standards  

The sub-theme of Moral and Compliance Standards refers to all the policies, ethical codes of 

conduct and behaviours that are necessary to support the HRP in executing their responsibilities 

effectively (Sandholtz, 2018; Simões et al., 2018). 
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The participants expressed a strong need for demonstrating and upholding compliance in the 

organisation. Where participants did not have any direction, the ethical code and values were 

used as a guiding framework for decision-making (Parkes & Davis, 2013). Examples from the 

participants’ interviews are provided below: 

These are our values, but also to really communicate the company values to everybody 

so that it is well understood. I mean, there are a few examples of those, but for me it’s 

always about what are the values? How do you deal with decisively, with situations which 

are completely out of line? (Participant A4) 

 

It’s the culture of your HR department itself. So, it’s the, it’s that your individuals within 

your HR department, they themselves are ethical and they don’t engage or tolerate 

unethical, um, sort of behaviours or, or instances, or they, they do their best to try and 

rectify, um, sort of approach or deal with it, even if it takes time, but they, they constantly 

working at it. (Participant B2) 

 

These views suggest that the HRP is likely to have a strong sense of duty to uphold the values 

and ethical standards of the organisation (Erasmus, 2018). They regard themselves as custodians 

of the company’s ethical codes and policies, who should reflect the organisation’s values (O’Brien 

& Linehan, 2014; Erasmus, 2018). Participant B4 clarified that the HRPs strive to actively address 

unethical breaches and align their actions to an ethical code of conduct. These individuals are 

likely to have a strong set of personal values which inform their ethical behaviour (Erasmus, 

2018).   

 

The participants further emphasised the importance of staff training and conducting regular 

awareness sessions to remind staff and management of the organisation’s stance on unethical 

practices. These findings are supported by the following observations: 

The (HR) department has to be a mirror of what they want to see. So, I think it has to 

start within the department. The promotion of ethical culture in the organisation has to 

start within the same department being HR the people’s champions or the change agents. 

(Participant B1) 
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If they’ve got behaviours that are untoward, they can’t rely on HR to protect them or to 

be in cahoots. I think that you would have met half the battle that they know you have 

your own values. You, you respect the company values. They talk to you our own, you’re 

able to model them, but also you’re able to hold everybody to account where you get to 

know that you firmly say - not acceptable, we can’t do this. You know and it’s very clear 

that you’re not going to shift from that. (Participant A4) 

  

So, what I basically do is, I mean once a year would do a refresher course on the code of 

ethics and the code of conduct of the organisation. (Participant A3) 

 

The literature confirms that regular training interventions promote awareness of ethical 

standards and reduce unethical behaviours (Simões et al., 2018). Although the HR function does 

not manage ethics, there was a strong sense from the participants that HRPs should take the 

lead in developing an ethical culture in the organisation and actively manage unethical HR 

practices (Erasmus, 2018).  

 

Csillag (2019:138), however, states that ethical programmes, especially in large organisations, 

are dysfunctional because the training is a tick-box exercise and staff are not aware of the ethics 

hotline which renders the service ineffective. This statement appears to contradict the findings 

in this study, because most of the participants referred to the ethical code as a reference or used 

the facility at some point. Participant B3 explained that he took a decision, “to escalate the 

matter confidentially to Group or the Ethics committee” when requested to perform an unethical 

act.  Participant B4 was employed at an organisation that did not have a whistle-blowing facility 

and chose to escalate the issue to her immediate line manager because she felt the request was 

contrary to the organisation’s policy: 

I was told to only recruit white candidates for the vacancies in Benoni. Then I went to my 

line manager and I was so upset, and then she told me, no, we will still follow the rules. 

We are a BEE company. We will still provide BEE candidates, whether the line manager 

(client) takes it or not, that’s not your, not your choice because you don’t make the final 

decision, but you, as your responsibility, as a [talent acquisition] practitioner, you must 
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provide, um, what the company says, you must provide a BEE candidate besides the 

candidates that she’s looking for and let her make the overall decision.   

(Participant B4) 

 

The participants felt intimidated about confronting the senior staff regarding the policy 

infringements but felt it was important to address the matter using the support structures at 

their disposal. This demonstrates the HRP’s capacity to be ethically assertive by escalating 

matters that they deem unethical and are unable to address by themselves (Parkes & Davis, 

2013). In this way the HRP is safeguarding her or his own ethical conduct in the organisation.  

 

4.4 Chapter Summary 

This chapter provided the data analysis and findings from the research. The results were analysed 

and interpreted to address the research question: How do HR practices contribute to toxic 

leadership in organisations? The researcher was able to identify four themes which relate to the 

research question, as stated below:  

1. Toxic HR practices 

2. Challenges faced by the HR professionals 

3. Business results at any cost, and 

4. HR value proposition. 

 

The findings of each theme were discussed in relation to the secondary research questions posed 

in chapter 1, which were: 

i. What are the contributory factors to toxic leadership which HR professionals support? 

ii. How can HR professionals address the gaps in their practices to discount the role they 

play in toxic leadership? 

 

The final chapter will present the conclusions of the study, as well as recommendations for the 

organisation. The chapter will furthermore explain the limitations and significance of this 

research study and recommendations for future studies.   
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Chapter 5 

Conclusion and Recommendations 

 

5.1 Introduction 

This chapter brings the research study to a conclusion and offers recommendations to address 

the gaps in HR practices. The main discussion points include a brief synopsis of the research 

process performed as well as the limitations of the study and potential topics for further 

research. Finally, the significance of the study is clarified, and the chapter is concluded.  

 

The aim of this research study was to identify gaps in HR practices which contribute to the 

development of toxic leadership in a petrochemical organisation. To facilitate the achievement 

of the aim, the researcher conducted a literature review of the various leadership styles that are 

prevalent internationally and in South African organisations and how some of these styles 

impede organisations in achieving their goals. Further to this, the concept of toxic leadership and 

the role of HRPs was discussed. A phenomenological approach was undertaken and a group of 

HRPs, working at the petrochemical organisation, was purposefully selected to address the 

secondary research objectives. These were: 

 

i. To examine the contributory factors that enable toxic leadership by HR professionals. 

ii. To address the gaps in HR practices that contribute to toxic leadership, and 

iii. To recommend solutions to address the gaps in HR practices.  

 

Semi-structured interviews were used as the primary data collection method to understand the 

gaps in HR practices that contribute to toxic leadership and the steps necessary to mitigate such 

gaps. The results were validated by conducting additional interviews with HRPs working in 

various industries in South Africa. Following the data analysis, four themes emerged, and the 

conclusions drawn from the findings are presented in the section below.   
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5.2 Conclusions from the Findings  

The conclusions are discussed in relation to the secondary research questions. 

i. What are the contributory factors to toxic leadership which HR professionals support? 

ii. How can Human Resources professionals mitigate the gaps in their practices to discount 

the role they play in toxic leadership? 

 

5.2.1. Contributory factors to toxic leadership which HR Professionals support. 

In examining the themes, the researcher was able to conclude that Toxic HR Practices, Challenges 

faced by HR Professionals, Business Results at any Cost contribute to creating gaps in HR practices 

that support toxic leadership. These themes appear to be reinforced by the inherent dichotomy 

of the HR role which causes confusion for the HRP who may not have learnt how to navigate 

these paradoxes (Ulrich et al., 2017b). In an effort to alleviate the conflict experienced, the HRP 

will employ a variety of tactics to either support the toxic leader or disregard some of the toxic 

leadership practices including, but not limited to, the following: 

i. The HRP may ingratiate themselves with the organisational leaders because they are 

regarded as the arbiter of the HR function’s contribution to the organisational strategy. 

This tactic would be applied to solidify their status as a business partner to the leader.  

ii. Being aware of their subordinate status, the HRP may be reluctant to challenge executive 

decisions. Instead, the HRP will adopt a follower perspective by either choosing to 

remain silent about any unethical acts or supporting the decisions made by the leaders.  

iii. The HRP will overlook or rationalise the leader’s toxic behaviours towards employees. In 

some instances, The HRP can justify certain management actions as necessary to achieve 

the organisation’s objectives, despite the negative impact on the employees. In addition, 

the HRP can ignore complaints of unfair treatment of employees, only choosing to 

address the matter if it were raised through formal organisational channels, such as the 

grievance process.  

 

Furthermore, the dichotomy of the HR role emphasises the dualities that HRPs are exposed to at 

work, such as the consideration of individual values versus organisational values, financial goals 

versus social goals, and moral standards versus business goals. These polarities require the HRP 

to justify a trade-off so that the obligations of one role, either the strategic business partner or 
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employee advocate, are met. Therefore, the HRP and the organisational leaders seem reluctant 

to traverse these paradoxical complexities. These paradoxes are portrayed in the themes 

summarised below.    

 

5.2.1.1. Toxic HR Practices 

The toxic HR practices emanated from aspects of bias and unfairness, unethical behaviours and 

inconsistent HR practices, where the HRP attempts to affirm their business partner status by 

satisfying the organisational leader’s expectations. Inconsistencies were primarily evident in 

recruitment and remuneration practices where the HRP would condone or collude in order to 

implement the leader’s decisions. The findings also indicate that the HRP may be disempowered 

because of exposure to the leader’s manipulative behaviours and in pressurised situations would 

result in the HRP supporting unethical decisions. The HRP is likely to discount the moral and social 

benefits of such decisions when their organisational value is defined using financial metrics. 

 

5.2.1.2. Challenges faced by HR Professionals. 

The role conflict experienced by the HRP creates confusion where both personal and professional 

challenges are required to be managed. Personal challenges such as lack of recognition for their 

work and the subsequent sentiments of unfulfilling work contribute to stress for the HRP. In 

addition, environmental stressors such as working with a toxic leader may induce stress and the 

HRP may resort to toxic behaviours in order to cope. The professional challenges contribute to 

the manifestation of toxic leadership in the organisation because there is a lack of trust towards 

the HRP. Additionally, in some instances the HRPs are disempowered by their subordinate 

position in the organisation and are incapacitated in seeking to oppose unethical or toxic 

behaviours that do not reflect the organisation’s values and ethical code.  

 

5.2.1.3. Business Results at any Cost 

Organisational leaders who do not recognise the value of the HR function may use mounting 

business pressures as justified reasons to circumvent HR practices, and the HRP may defend such 

actions to appease the leaders. Consequently, the HR goals are not regarded as pivotal to 

achieving the organisation’s objectives and are thus deprioritised. In addition, some 

organisational leaders who intend to conceal their own incompetence are also prone to 
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cultivating gaps in HR practices. Their actions include delegating tasks to team members who 

may be incompetent in HR activities themselves or simply ignoring the execution of HR activities, 

because it is insignificant in comparison with their demanding workload. As such, any HR 

activities will only be executed if there is a financial benefit to the organisation, or it benefits the 

toxic leader’s egocentric agenda. 

 

5.2.2. Addressing gaps in the HR practices 

HRPs can mitigate the gaps in their HR practices by strengthening their HR agency and continually 

aligning their actions with the moral and compliance standards of the HR function. This was 

evident in the findings of the research study where HRPs were able to account for their actions 

and influence business outcomes while supporting the organisation’s governance framework.  As 

custodians of the organisation’s ethical code and policies the HRP can exercise responsibility for 

activities that support the achievement of the organisation’s goals and demonstrate ethical 

assertiveness when the matter is beyond their control and expertise. The HRP can thus intervene 

in matters that do not enable effective people practices and eliminate the potential for toxic 

leadership to emerge.   

 

Although the interviewees expressed concerns about lapses in judgement and sometimes being 

pressurised to engage in unethical and undesirable HR practices, the overall sense was that they 

were able to promote an ethical culture in the organisation. This may be largely due to the 

participants having a strong moral compass supported by a credible HR director.  HRPs external 

to the organisation who were also interviewed came from varied industries and depending on 

the size and complexity of the HR function, were not able to consistently exercise the same 

power in their organisations. Although this was outside the scope of the study, there could be 

many reasons attributed to the HRP’s lack of demonstrable power. Nevertheless, the HRPs have 

underscored the importance of partnering with the organisational leaders to mobilise HR agency 

in the organisation so that gaps in HR practices which support toxic leadership can be eliminated. 

Consequently, organisations which have a formidable and trusted HR department can rely on the 

HRP to challenge the organisational leaders and provide ethical stewardship. 

 

5.3 Recommendations  
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This section refers to the final research question and provides suggestions to address the gaps in 

HR practices which the HRP may encounter. These suggestions are based on the research findings 

and ideally should be endorsed by the key stakeholders, so that remedial actions are not 

executed in isolation.  

i. HRPs should continually hone their competence in the credible activist domain by developing 

trusting relationships with business stakeholders, including employees. The HRPs should 

strive towards transparency in their interactions with others and ensure they follow through 

on commitments they have made. They can also show sympathy and understanding, where 

appropriate, in dealing with stakeholders. This may be a daunting task for the HRP, but it will 

engender trust and respect from all the stakeholders who interact with the HRP (Ulrich & 

Dulebohn, 2015). Furthermore, it will promote an organisational culture that regards the HR 

function as integral to all decision-making, since the HRP is transparent in her or his 

interactions and is dependable (Ulrich, 2016). As such, any toxic leaders would be reluctant 

to solicit the HRP’s assistance in their inappropriate plans.  

ii. Evaluate and adapt the HRP’s right to exercise legitimate power and clarify the extent of their 

decision-making powers in the organisation. This will strengthen the legitimacy of the HR 

business partner role and facilitate effective judgement by the HRP to challenge or contradict 

the leaders (Harrington & Warren, 2015). 

iii. HR divisions that are susceptible to inconsistent practices, such as the recruitment and 

remuneration divisions, should be examined by an organisational design specialist, in 

consultation with the leadership team. The structures and processes should be evaluated to 

determine if it is fit for purpose and be redesigned to accommodate changing business 

demands. As the business requirements change so should the HR support provided to the 

business. This may, however, be challenging if there are compliance and regulatory matters 

which the HRP must adhere to.  

iv. Establish a review committee to regularly audit the decision logic of the HRP’s actions and 

debate such amongst fellow HRPs. This will serve as a support mechanism for the HRP to 

revisit the moral aspects of their decisions and reach consensus on potentially toxic HR 

practices that should be eliminated.  

v. Redefine the HR metrics that will be used to evaluate the function’s success. The HR function 

should not be evaluated solely on its contributions to financial sustainability but include 
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other metrics that account for the organisation’s social and moral impact in society 

(Marchington, 2015).  

vi. Maintain a risk register of all the instances when the HRP intentionally deviated from 

prescribed HR practices and reflect on what was unique about the circumstance that led to 

the decision. This will encourage HRPs to be more critical of their decisions in the future and 

mitigate any weak internal controls in their practices. It will also reduce the threat of leaders, 

who may have a propensity to manipulate circumstances for personal gain and to monitor 

the frequency of these. 

vii. HR leaders should recruit HRPs who possess moral courage and are able to demonstrate 

strong ethical standards. This will empower the HR department to confidently challenge 

unethical actions or requests posed to them.   

viii. In addition, candidates who are predisposed to the traits of insincerity, deviousness and 

unfairness should not be shortlisted for HRP roles. A combination of selection methods that 

are reliable and valid can be applied to deselect HRPs during the recruitment process, 

thereby reducing the potential for toxic HR practices (de Vries, 2018).  HRPs possessing these 

negative traits would be prone to violating prescribed HR practices, resulting in a conducive 

environment for toxic behaviours to be cultivated. 

ix. Conduct regular organisational climate surveys to assess the prevailing environment and 

identify any leadership deficiencies that have the potential for a toxic culture to manifest in 

the organisation.  

x. Finally, to pro-actively manage their ethical behaviours, HRPs should engage in further 

training in leadership development and expand their knowledge on unethical HR practices 

through professional bodies such as the South African Board of People Practice (Erasmus, 

2018). This will ensure that HRPs are empowered to fulfil their role internally, while being 

held accountable to the ethical standards of the HR profession outside of the organisation. 

 

5.4 Applicability of the Research Study  

This study offers practical applications that the researched organisation can implement to 

mitigate the role of the HRP in perpetuating toxic leadership.  
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i. The HR leadership team can consider adopting some of the recommendations to reinforce 

their HR practices so that the HRP is more cognisant of the relational and cultural dynamics 

between the leader, their followers, and the organisational environment.   

ii. The HR leadership team can work with the organisational leaders to address the complexities 

of the duality of the HR role, especially in the areas of recruitment and remuneration where 

the HRP is prone to such conflicts.  

iii. The organisation’s ethical code and code of employee conduct appears to be strongly 

entrenched in the practices of HRPs. The HR department can increase its agency by 

emphasising its custodianship of these codes.  

iv. Monitor issues of bias and unfairness, especially in areas where the HRP’s own objectivity 

may be compromised because of merit-based rewards that are linked to their performance.  

v. Monitor situations where the business goals appear to contradict the HR goals, especially 

where the attainment of such goals could result in employees being compromised.  

 

5.5 Integration with the TIPS™ Framework 

The Da Vinci managerial leadership framework, referred to as TIPS™, is used to make sense of an 

organisation’s challenges and examine the possible gaps in performance that should be managed 

differently. The TIPS framework provides a structure to assimilate the research study, by 

considering the impact of toxic leadership in relation to the four core elements.  The four 

elements referred to as technology, innovation, people and systems thinking (TIPS) are 

interlinked with one another, as stated by the Da Vinci Institute (2019). The management of 

technology refers to the tools and measures that are implemented to improve the way things 

are done in an organisation. The management of innovation refers to the process of 

implementing ideas which creates value for the organisation, while the management of people 

refers to how people are leveraged to create sustainable growth for an organisation (Da Vinci 

Institute, 2019). A system thinking perspective is required to determine how the different parts 

of the organisational system are connected and interdependent to one another, and it is 

therefore necessary to consider the various organisational components that can impact one 

other. Consequently, the interlinks between the technology, innovation and people elements 
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develops leaders who are agile, aligned and engaged in the workplace (Da Vinci Institute, 2019). 

The core elements of the TIPS framework are shown in Figure 5-5. 

 

 

Figure 5-5: Core Elements of the TIPS™ Framework (Da Vinci Institute, 2019) 

  

In terms of figure 5-5 above, there is an interplay between the leader, the followers and the 

circumstances of the environment, a systems thinking approach is required to intervene in toxic 

leadership matters (Padilla et al., 2007). The systems thinking perspective also sits at the core of 

the TIPS framework and implies that all the components of the system must be examined 

individually and its influences on the other component parts of the system.  Evidently, this study 

has shown how the different sub-systems, namely the leader, the HRP and the environmental 
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circumstances, interact with one another resulting in toxic HR practices. The alignment of the 

study to the TIPS framework can be described in the following ways, 

i. This study primarily focuses on the dynamics of the people element or the management 

of people. The leader’s inclination to exhibit toxic behaviours, and the HRP’s inclination 

to ingratiate themselves to toxic leaders is indicative of people-related matters resulting 

in destructive outcomes at both an individual and an organisational level. 

ii. As mentioned in section 2.3.5, opportunities for ideation and innovation by employees 

are significantly reduced in environments where a leader’s toxic behaviours are allowed 

to thrive. People are discouraged from innovation because their attention is primarily 

focused on avoiding or surviving the toxic leader’s harsh behaviours, resulting in a 

disengaged workforce.   

iii. As alluded to in the recommendations section, technology advancements such as more 

balanced HR metrics, improved selection measures for recruiting HRP’s and robust 

ethical processes can neutralise the spread of a toxic culture. This creates a team of HRPs 

who are aligned and able to implement their HR practices with greater consistency.   

 

5.6 Limitations of the Study 

This study is not without its limitations and a brief discussion thereof is provided below.   

 

Firstly, the perspectives of line managers and organisational leaders who work with HRPs and 

engage in HR activities themselves were not included in this study. The researcher is uncertain 

as to how their perceptions might have influenced the study since they engage in HR practices 

themselves and are also reliant on the HRP for advice and support. This may warrant further 

investigation in future studies.  

 

Secondly, participants may have been reticent in sharing personal experiences even though their 

confidentiality and anonymity were emphasised prior to the interviews. Given the sensitive 

nature of the topic and the suggestion that they may be involved in creating toxic environments, 

the participants may have withheld some critical experiences for fear of being shamed for 

participating in collusive acts.  The researcher attempted to mitigate this by building rapport 
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prior to the interviews and engaging the participants on issues of confidentiality and anonymity 

of responses. Nonetheless, their honesty cannot be guaranteed.   

 

The sample size is a limitation in this study since the results may not be generalised to other 

South African organisations. As discussed in chapter 3, phenomenological studies tend to have 

smaller samples, and the intention of this study was to elicit responses from HRPs who were 

willing to share their experiences of the phenomenon under review. The themes which emerged 

from the findings were prevalent across all the interviews. Furthermore, the findings were 

triangulated with data collected outside of the organisation, and as such, the researcher believes 

the findings can be generalised to other organisations. 

 

The researcher’s personal views may have influenced the interpretation of the findings, given 

her varied experience as an HRP and her personal and professional interest in the topic. To 

mitigate this issue, the researcher shared the analysis and emergent themes with interested 

parties to validate the accuracy of her interpretations.  

 

Lastly, reasonable inferences were drawn about the behaviours of the participants and their 

colleagues as reported in the study and the extent to which such behaviours are indicative of the 

Dark Triad. These inferences also pose a limitation to the findings of the study.  The researcher 

mitigated this by asking probing and follow-up questions to confirm any suspicions she had of 

the behaviours being described.  In future, a thorough behavioural assessment of the Dark Triad 

traits would have to be completed to reliably conclude that individuals have demonstrated such 

traits. 

 

5.7 Recommendations for future research 

This study provides insights into further research that can improve the understanding of the 

dynamics of the HRP role, their practices, and its contribution to toxic leadership.  

i. Future studies can collect data from HRPs employed in other industries to examine the 

generalisability of these findings. A comparative study between the public and private 

sectors can be conducted to determine the extent of toxic HR practices, and highlight 

any similarities or differences between the two sectors.  
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ii. As reported in the limitations, future studies should include the perspectives of line 

managers and organisational leaders to understand their interpretation of toxic HR 

practices and how they perceive themselves and the HRP contributing to toxic 

leadership.  

iii. Further studies can apply a mixed-method approach to advancing insights of the HRP’s 

role in contributing to toxic leadership. Data retrieved from psychometric assessments 

that measure deviant behaviours in HRPs could be discussed with a focus group to enrich 

the understanding of how the behaviours manifest in the HRP’s role.  

iv. The researcher discovered that HRPs from different industries varied in their rights to 

exercise power in the organisations. This suggests that further investigation as to the 

extent of HR powers in the organisations is warranted and how this can inflate or detract 

from toxic leadership practices.  

v. Finally, additional studies can explore the antecedents to engagement in toxic practices, 

such as the HRP’s personality traits, the organisational environment, their willingness to 

be a follower, or the confluence of the aforementioned factors.  

 

5.8 Significance of the Research Study 

Research on the role of HRPs in toxic leadership has primarily been examined from the 

perspective of workplace bullying (Harrington & Warren, 2015; Catley et al., 2017; Mokgolo, 

2017). This study contributes to the literature on toxic leadership by expanding on the role of the 

HRP and the gaps in their practices that contribute to toxic leadership.  This study further 

contributes to the extant literature on dark behaviours amongst toxic leaders and their impact 

on the practices of HR professionals in organisations. The research confirms that the 

dichotomous nature of the HR role can contribute to toxic leadership if the inherent polarities 

are not managed in the workplace. Furthermore, the study confirmed that divergent HR practices 

play an influential role in toxic leadership, such as,  

i. The organisational leader’s sinister actions or incompetence to perform the HR activities. 

ii. The HRP’s inclination to assume a follower role in an attempt to neutralise any intra-role 

conflict. 

 

5.9 Conclusion 
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This chapter discussed the outcomes of the research findings and recommended actions to 

mitigate toxic HR practices. The limitations of the study were explained to account for any errors 

during the research process. The researcher confirms that the aim and objectives of the study 

have been achieved and further contends that the study has produced insightful findings which 

address a gap in the literature of toxic leadership. Future studies have been suggested which will 

contribute to expanding the body of knowledge in this leadership domain.  
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Appendix B: Invitation Letter for Voluntary Participation in a Research Study 

 

Dear XXXX 

 

You are invited to participate in an academic research study conducted by Tatiana Page under 

the supervision of Dr John Mgwenya (PhD, MBA, MPA, Post-Doc), Executive Coach and Academic 

Supervisor toward a degree in a Master of Management in Technology and Innovation at the Da 

Vinci Institute of Technology (Pty) Ltd.  

 

The aim of the study is to identify gaps in HR practices which contribute to the development of 

toxic leadership in organisations.  Your participation in this study is very important to us.  You 

may, however, choose not to participate and you may also withdraw from the survey at any time 

without any negative consequences.  If you change your mind you can re-join the study without 

any prejudice. Your participation is based on the following selection criteria.   

• HR professionals who have a 3-year post matric qualification in the domain of human 

resources or industrial/organisational psychology or related field.  

• The HR professional must have at least 7 years’ experience working as a human resource 

professional.  

• The HR professional must have co-ordinated or managed an HR process from start to 

end.  

• The HR professional must have the discretion/flexibility and autonomy to manage their 

own work outputs without the need for supervision.  

 

Participation in this study will not pose a risk to your safety and well-being. It may involve some 

risk of minor discomforts such as being upset. The benefit of this study is the sharing of 

experiences that could contribute to the expanding body of knowledge on toxic leadership and 

the possible gaps in HR practices which contribute to this leadership phenomenon.  
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By participating in this research, you agree that the information you provide may be used for 

research purposes, including dissemination through peer-reviewed publications and conference 

proceedings. All your responses will be treated as confidential, and you will not be identified in 

any of the research reports emanating from this research. The de-identified data will be stored 

on secure cloud drives and will not contain any information that may identify you. 

 

The research involves an interview that would last between 45 – 60 minutes. If you are willing to 

participate, a meeting will be scheduled at a time that is convenient to you. During the interview, 

I would like to gain your perspectives on your experiences in addressing issues of toxic or abusive 

leaders. I would also ask you to share your experiences on the conflicting nature of the HR role 

and how you have managed ethical dilemmas as a consequence of this conflict.  

 

All information provided would be confidential, and codes will be used instead of names to 

maintain confidentiality. If you consent to voice recording, you have my commitment to destroy 

all files/tapes after transcribing the information. If you are willing to participate in this research 

project, and if you have any questions, please contact me via reply email so that the research 

can be completed as soon as possible.   

 

The research was reviewed and approved by the Research Ethics Committee of the Da Vinci 

Institute. The researcher, Tatiana Page, can be contacted during office hours at 

tashie.page@gmail.com. The supervisor, Dr John Mgwenya, can be contacted during office hours 

at jj.mgwenya@gmail.com. 

 

Thank you for your consideration to participate in this study.  

Yours sincerely 

Tatiana Page 
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Appendix C: Participation Consent Form 

 

Research Topic: The Role of HR Professionals in creating a culture of toxic leadership.  

 

I, ………………………………………………………. voluntarily agree to participate in this research study.  

I understand that even if I agree to participate now, I can withdraw at any time or refuse to 

answer any question without any consequences of any kind.  

The purpose and nature of the study has been explained to me in writing and I have had the 

opportunity to ask questions about the study.  

I understand that participation involves an interview of between 45-60 minutes.  

I understand that I will not benefit directly from participating in this research.  

I agree to my interview being audio-recorded.  

I understand that all information I provide for this study will be treated confidentially.  

I understand that in any report on the results of this research my identity will remain anonymous. 

This will be done by changing my name and disguising any details of my interview which may 

reveal my identity or the identity of people I speak about.  

I understand that signed consent forms and original audio recordings will be retained until it has 

been transcribed verbatim and thereafter destroyed.  

I understand that a transcript of my interview in which all identifying information has been 

removed will be retained until the exam board have marked the dissertation.  

I understand that I am free to contact the researcher to seek further clarification and 

information.  

 

----------------------------------------    ----------------  

Signature of participant    Date  
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Appendix D: Interview Schedule 

# Interview Question Research 
Question  

Source 

1 Describe the extent to which HR qualification/s is 
important for you to be effective in your role. 
 

RQ3  

2 Have you ever been asked to ignore, bend or break HR 
policies or rules of the organisation? If so, explain how 

RQ3 Parkes & Davis, 2013;  

3 In your experience, which aspects of HR do you 
typically find yourself having to submit to a line 
manager’s request that is not line with HR policy?  

RQ3 Csillag, 2019 

4 How would you describe the leadership style of HR 
professionals in comparison to the rest of the leaders 
in the organisation? 

RQ1 Theoretical framework 

5 Can you explain how this leadership style supports the 
organisation's strategic objectives? 
 

RQ2 Theoretical framework 

6 How does the dichotomous nature of the HR role 
create opportunities for toxic leadership to emerge? 

RQ3 Heizmann & Fox, 2017; 
Marchington, 2015 

7 What power can HR professionals exercise to address 
toxic leadership in the workplace? 
 

RQ4 Theoretical framework – 
Power Bases 
Mokgolo, 2017 

8 How have you addressed issues of abusive/toxic 
individuals in the organisation? 

RQ3 Catley et al, 2017 

9 In your experience, what HR practices contribute to 
creating toxic leadership? 

RQ3  

10 Describe a toxic leadership situation that you felt 
could have been handled differently. What practices 
were implemented to address the issue? 

RQ4 Catley et al, 2017 

11 What steps have you taken as an HR professional to 
address ethical breaches in the organisation? 

RQ4 Parkes & Davis, 2013; 
Csillag, 2019 

12 What policies are in place to address issues of 
harassment, bullying, intimidation and victimisation in 
the organisation? 

RQ4 Fox & Cowan, 2015 
Catley et al, 2017 

13 What HR practices have been implemented to 
ameliorate issues of toxic leadership? 

RQ4  

14 Have you ever compromised your ethics to achieve 
organisational outcomes? If so, explain from both a 
personal and professional perspective. 

RQ3 Parkes & Davis, 2013 

15 How would you respond to the comment that HR does 
nothing to protect the staff from destructive/toxic 
leaders in the organisation? 

RQ3, 4 
 

Nolan, 2017; Csillag, 
2019 

16 How have you dealt with staff concerns of unfairness 
especially where HR was perceived to be supporting 
management's view of the issue? 

RQ3 Heizmann & Fox, 2017 

17 How does HR contribute to promoting an ethical 
culture in the organisation? 

RQ4 Parkes & Davis, 2013 

  



 

124 
 

Appendix E: List of Codes 

 

# 
Code Description 

1 Custodian of Policy HR Policies, procedures, processes  

2 HR Ethics 
Aligning HR practices to support the organisation’s values and ethical 
code.                         

3 HR Behaviours Behaviours/actions that are indicative of sound HR principles                              

4 Individual's Values Values that are important to the individual                        

5 Organisational Values Espoused values of the company                     

6 
Addressing/Mitigating 
Gaps Activities to address gaps in HR practices                            

7 Employee Engagement 
Highlighting issues of engagement and initiatives to facilitate 
engagement                          

8 Managing Change 
Role of HR to facilitate change and align people to changes in the 
organisation                              

9 Managing Conflict 
Mediating conflict either between two parties or between a 
stakeholder and the policy                              

10 HR Power The influence exerted by HR to achieve a desired outcome 

11 
Practices to Reinforce 
HR Reminding staff of HR processes or practices to follow                               

12 HR Support Mechanism 
Service offerings/Mechanisms used by HR to support the business, eg 
wellbeing services                    

13 Supportive Role Various roles HR plays to support business/people                              

14 Bias & Unfairness 
Acts or practices that promote unfair advantage. Excluding or 
marginalising people. 

15 Unethical Behaviours 
Behaviours that do not support organisational values or a disregard for 
policies                           

16 
Other Toxic HR Practices 
(HR Breaches/Violations) Irresponsible behaviour / Disregard for following HR protocols                              

17 Recruitment Practices Practices not in line with policy/process                              

18 Inconsistent Practices Practices not in line with policy/process                              

19 Remuneration Practices Commitment to achieving results and business targets                              

20 
Undervalued/Under-
Appreciated 

Efforts made by HR that go unnoticed. The role of HR is not understood 
to harness its real power                           

21 Emotional Toll Internal conflict and pain experienced in the role 

22 HR Paradox Inherent nature of the role creates a paradox for the HRP                              

23 Conflicting Priorities Equally important priorities that HR must address                          
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24 Lack of Trust towards HR Self-explanatory                              

# 
Code Description 

25 
Perceptions of HR 
Dept/Prof Perceptions based on HR actions/non-action and the outcome of such                             

26 Lack of Support 
HR not provided with support from key stakeholders including their 
superiors 

27 
Leaders/Managers not 
doing HR Not following process/Deal with matters in their own way                              

28 Managers not Upskilled Lack of people management training or skills                              

29 Leaders’ Behaviours Self-explanatory                              

30 Manipulative Behaviours 
Obscure information or tactically providing information to suit a 
particular outcome                            

31 Bullying/Victimisation 
Bullying/victimisation/harassment that HR was unaware of or could not 
resolve  

32 Executive Decisions Decisions taken by senior staff to either side-step or override HR 

33 Business Performance  Commitment to achieving results and business targets                              

34 Work Pressures Pressures or demands at work                             

Unassigned Codes 

35 
HR Knowledge    Qualifications/Legislation required to improve knowledge                           

36 
HR Teamwork Collaboration/supportive behaviour amongst HR team members                           

 

 


