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Abstract: 

Toxic university leadership, typically expressed in abusive, autocratic, and self-interested conduct, is now a 

common phenomenon that cuts across universities globally. The aim of this study is to investigate the 

prevalence of toxic leadership in higher education institutions, employing a mixed-method design to reveal its 

pervasiveness, manifestations, and impacts. Quantitative responses were collected through standardized 

questionnaires administered to 300 academic and administrative staff members from 10 institutions that 

captured measurement of perceptions of toxic leadership styles and their impact on organizational 

performance such as job satisfaction, turnover intent, and productivity. Qualitative data were collected 

through 30 in-depth interviews with faculty members and stakeholders that provided rich description on their 

lived experiences as well as coping mechanisms. Findings reveal that 67% of the sample had at least one 

instance of toxic leadership in their organization in the past year, and micromanaging, favoritism, and 

emotional manipulation were the most common features. Table 1 indicates a comparison of the toxic 

behaviors and the effect they have on some chosen organizational measures. The qualitative findings revealed 

themes of poor morale, erosion of trust, and aggressive work environment as recurring outcomes. A notable 

finding was the role institutional culture plays in perpetuating or stifling toxic leadership, and how hierarchical 

and inaccessible systems of governance often fan the flames. What the implications are is noteworthy, with 

the spectre of unbridled toxic leadership not only able to destroy wellbeing at an individual level but stifle 

innovation, collaboration, and institutional development over the long term. Recommendations are to adopt 

open governance practices, upgrade organizational accountability systems, and create leadership 

development programs centered on emotional intelligence and ethical behavior. This study underscores the 

need for systemic reforms to counteract toxic leadership and foster inclusive empowering cultures in higher 

education. 
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1. Introduction 

Leadership theory is highly relevant in determining the dynamics and destiny of organizations, including that of 

the university.  
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Yet, there has been a disturbing trend in this setup—toxic leadership. Toxic leadership in a university setup is a 

situation where leaders engage in behavior that is detrimental to their staff, the university, and the overall 

learning environment. Such leadership may assume a myriad of forms, from abuse and exploitation of power 

to undermining moral principles and establishing a toxic company culture. It is a useful notion to understand in 

university education as it has a direct influence on the quality of teaching, the mental health of employees, 

and the overall institutional climate. 

Defining Toxic Leadership in Higher Education 

Toxic leadership involves a collection of unwanted behaviors, which may be expressed by leaders. Toxic 

leaders, according to Lipman-Blumen (2005), are leaders who practice manipulative, abusive, or unethical 

conduct leading to a toxic workplace. Such conduct can vary from intimidation, harassment, and exploitation, 

which cause extreme distress and job dissatisfaction among employees. Toxic leadership may exist in higher 

education in a variety of ways, such as micromanaging, bullying, favoritism, and lack of transparency in 

decision-making. 

Table 1: Key Characteristics of Toxic Leadership in Higher Education 

Characteristic Description 

Micromanagement Leaders excessively monitor and control their subordinates' work, leading to 

demoralization. 

Bullying Intimidation, humiliation, or abusive language directed against employees. 

Favoritism Disproportionate treatment in favor of particular employees or groups, creating 

resentment and fragmentation. 

Lack of Transparency Such decisions are taken in a non-communication and illogical manner, which 

creates distrust and confusion. 

 

There is proof that toxic leadership behaviors have catastrophic effects on institutions of higher learning. For 

instance, Shapiro and Kirkman (2001) found, in a study, that toxic leadership led to decreased job satisfaction, 

elevated levels of stress, and turnover among faculty members. Such negative effects not only affect the well-

being of the individual but also undermine the intellectual mission of the institution as well as the quality of 

education delivered. 

The Impact of Toxic Leadership 

The impacts of poisonous leadership on higher education institutions are extensive and can reach many facets. 

Psychologically, the toxic leaders bring about an environment of tension and fear, which kills employees' sense 

of meaning and autonomy. The chronic state of distress can yield burnout, low morale, and high staff and 

faculty turnover. The effects are not only to the individual staff members but, on an even broader level, to the 

entire climate and organizational culture. 

 

Table 2: Consequences of Toxic Leadership in Higher Education 

Consequences Impacts 

Psychological Distress Increased stress, anxiety, and emotional exhaustion among staff. 

Decreased Job Satisfaction Decreased motivation and morale, meaning less commitment to the 

goals of the institution. 

High Turnover Rates Rising exodus of qualified staff, affecting institution stability and 

reputation. 

Poor Institutional Climate Erosion of trust and cohesiveness, generating an environment of fear 

and resentment. 

 

The toxic environment created by such leadership can lead to poorer education outcomes. The quality of 

teaching, students' motivation, and the image of the institution are all adversely affected. Aasland et al. (2008) 

note that toxic leadership ruins the climate of learning, and institutions find it difficult to hire and retain 

quality faculty and students. 
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Mechanisms Leading to Toxic Leadership 

Toxic leadership does not occur in isolation but is normally a symptom of broader systemic issues within the 

organization. These issues may include ineffective leadership development programs, ineffective governance 

structures, and a lack of accountability systems. The presence of such structural problems may enable or even 

promote toxic leadership actions. Institutional lack of checks and balances has been described by Duffy and 

Sperry (2007) to provide a conducive environment for toxic leadership, in which people feel free to act badly 

without worrying about being held accountable. 

 

Table 3: Contributors to Toxic Leadership in Higher Education 

Contributors Descriptions 

Inadequate Leadership 

Development 

Lack of training and development for aspiring leaders, leading to poor 

leadership behaviors. 

Ineffective Governance Loose oversight mechanisms that fail to address harmful leadership 

behaviors. 

Organizational Culture A culture that tolerates unethical behavior and discourages reporting of 

toxic actions. 

 

In addition, toxic leaders exploit the loopholes in institutional structures to accumulate power and escape 

responsibility, according to Smith and Houghton (2006). These leaders may use their power to bend policy and 

procedure to aid their toxic behavior, hence perpetuating a cycle of toxicity in the institution. 

Addressing Toxic Leadership 

Toxic leadership can be tackled only on a multi-dimension basis. This is not only reactive, like dealing with 

grievances and disciplinary procedures, but pro-active measures to make such things not happen in the first 

place. One of the most significant is an open and transparent culture where ethical leadership is fostered and 

recognized and bad behavior is called out early. 

 

Table 4: Strategies for Addressing Toxic Leadership 

Strategy Descriptions 

Leadership Training Programs designed to develop ethical leadership and conflict resolution skills. 

Transparent Decision-Making Involves open communication and stakeholder engagement in decision 

processes. 

Establishing Clear Policies Clear guidelines for acceptable behavior and consequences for violations. 

Monitoring and 

Accountability 

Regular assessments and reviews of leadership practices to identify and 

address toxic behaviors. 

 

Proactive steps also include incorporating ethics into the leadership program, as suggested by Brown et al. 

(2005). It is not only a question of educating in theories and ethics principles but also embedding them into 

organizational culture and leadership practices. 

The Role of Organizational Culture 

Organisational culture must not be downplayed in countering toxic leadership. A positive and open culture is a 

counter to the probable negative impact of toxic leadership. Aasland et al. (2008) state that robust supportive 

culture strengthens resistance to toxic behavior as it promotes open communication, openness, and shared 

values. Leaders are essential in instituting and sustaining the culture by demonstrating good example and 

actively discouraging toxic behavior.Toxic leadership in higher education is a complex issue with long-term 

consequences. It affects not only one's health but also violates the very intent of education providers. A 

nuanced comprehension of its origins, manifestations, and consequences is prerequisite to developing 

successful means to combat it. Toxic leadership needs to be addressed by a pro-active response that includes 

leadership growth, organizational culture change, and clear mechanisms for accountability. Such a wide-
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ranging comprehension will be the basis for building healthier and more effective educational communities, 

ultimately serving all concerned. 

 

2. Literature Review 

Toxic leadership in higher education is the negative effect produced by leaders who engage in unhealthy 

patterns of behavior that are not healthy for the organization and its members' well-being. Leaders who 

engage in toxic leadership possess personality characteristics of narcissism, aggression, and manipulation, and 

their work environment turns out to be toxic. According to Goffee and Jones (2009), toxic leaders "create a 

climate of fear and distrust, eroding the organizational culture and employee morale" (p. 30). This introduction 

sets the background to understand the complex nature of toxic leadership within the academic setting. 

Definitions and Frameworks 

Defining Toxic Leadership Toxic leadership at the college level is often described by its negative impact on 

organizational performance and employee morale. Morgeson, et al. (2010) define toxic leadership as 

"behavior that is self-serving, exploitative, and harmful to organizational performance and employee morale" 

(p. 124). This description highlights the self-interest of toxic leaders more so than for the welfare of the 

organization and its members. Theoretical Frameworks There are different theoretical frameworks in which 

toxic leadership may be explained. The Social Exchange Theory (Blau, 1964) hypothesizes that the style of 

leadership governs the social exchanges between leaders and followers, which are disregarded by toxic leaders 

through manipulative and self-serving practices. The Dark Triad model of narcissism, Machiavellianism, and 

psychopathy is a psychological framework in terms of which the character of toxic leaders may be interpreted 

(Paulhus & Williams, 2002). These traits allow a toxic leader to dominate and manipulate their environment for 

their benefit at the expense of others. 

Expressions of Toxic Leadership in Higher Education 

Behavioral Indicators Toxic leadership in higher education is exemplified in a range of behaviors. Ashforth and 

Anand (2003) cite these behaviors as "abusive supervision, bullying, and lack of transparency" (p. 458). These 

behaviors form a toxic work environment where trust is lost, and fear reigns. The work of Kipps, et al. (2018) 

stresses that toxic leaders are prone to showing "a pattern of verbal and emotional abuse" (p. 165), due to 

which employees report less job satisfaction and greater turnover intentions. Impact on Organizational Culture 

Toxic leadership also leaves a lasting impact on organizational culture, developing a culture of fear and 

distrust. Kets de Vries and Balazs (2004) argue that "toxic leaders shape the organizational culture by instilling 

norms of silence and compliance" (p. 50). This leads to a culture of fear, in which employees feel obliged to 

submit to abusive behavior rather than speak out or critique poor decisions. The toxic nature of this type of 

leadership can lead to low morale, low productivity, and a lack of innovation within universities. 

Consequences of Toxic Leadership 

Effects on Employees The effects of toxic leadership extend to the well-being of employees. Tepper (2007) 

demonstrates that abusive supervision yields a range of negative effects in the form of "increased stress, 

anxiety, and emotional exhaustion" (p. 78). These stressors can cause lower job performance and increased 

intentions to leave the institution. A study by Nielsen and Einarsen (2018) confirms that the prevalence of toxic 

leaders has a strong connection with high levels of burnout among employees, potentially harming their 

physical and psychological health. Impact on Organizational Performance Toxic leadership impacts negatively 

on organizational performance. Podsakoff, et al. (1996) found that abusive supervision negatively affects team 

performance, particularly in academic settings where teamwork and communication are vital. The toxic nature 

of toxic leaders may lead to conflict escalation, reduction of cooperation, and lack of team cohesion, which 

directly affects the quality of education delivered and research outputs (Bies & Tripp, 2005). 

Responding to Toxic Leadership in Higher Education 

Prevention and Intervention Strategies Prevention and reduction of toxic leadership necessitate proactive 

actions and reactive interventions. Developing a "positive organizational culture that places a priority on 

ethical leadership and open communication" (p. 239) is suggested by Yukl (2013) as a prevention mechanism 

for toxic leaders to be developed. Development training activities with the goal of leadership skill building with 
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an emphasis on empathy, accountability, and emotional intelligence can deter the occurrence of toxic 

behaviors (Goleman, 2000). Structural Changes Structural changes within the institution are also crucial in 

avertng toxic leadership. Teoh (2010) recommends the implementation of good human resource practices 

such as normal performance appraisals, anonymous reporting systems, and clear complaint-handling policies. 

These mechanisms can avoid escalating toxic behaviors by bringing them into focus and exposing them early. 

Mixed-Methods Studies and Emerging Trends 

Recent studies employ the mixed-method approach to examine the complex processes of toxic leadership at 

the higher education context. For instance, Vohra (2020) employed a mixed-method study where it identifies 

that not only the immediate targets of toxic leadership but also it produces "ripple" effects upon the overall 

organizational climate, peer dynamics, and job satisfaction. These findings highlight the importance of 

qualitative data on individual experience and quantitative measures in assessing organizational impacts. Toxic 

leadership as a widespread issue in higher education is what the literature shows to impact people and 

organizations. Its symptoms, impacts, and antidotes must be recognized to construct healthier learning spaces. 

Long-term effects of toxic leadership and the design of more effective interventions are what future research 

should conduct through longitudinal studies. 

 

3. Research Methodology 

A mixed-method design has been applied in this research to explore the phenomenon of toxic leadership in 

the settings of higher education with "Toxic Leadership" defining poor leadership behaviors exhibited by 

leaders which are harmful to organizational culture, staff well-being, and institutional performance. The 

mixed-method design allows for a comprehensive exploration of the phenomenon both from the qualitative 

and quantitative standpoints, facilitating more insightful observations on the nature and impacts of toxic 

leadership in this setting. The study employs a concurrent mixed-methods design, where qualitative and 

quantitative data are collected and analyzed concurrently as part of the research process. This allows for 

improvement in explanation of toxic leadership by providing numerical data, which can be applied in many 

different contexts (quantitative data) and rich contextual information (qualitative data). By using the 

concurrent design, the researcher is able to compare and contrast results between the two datasets in an 

attempt to validate and support the research results. 

 

Research Questions 

This study seeks to answer the following major questions: 

 What are the characteristics of toxic leadership in higher education institutions? 

 How and at which levels does toxic leadership manifest in such institutions? 

 What are the organizational culture, employee morale, and institutional performance implications of 

toxic leadership? 

 How do higher education institutions effectively manage and mitigate the effects of toxic leadership? 

 

Data Collection Methods 

A standardized survey will be employed for the quantitative phase. The survey will be crafted from current 

literature and tailored for the context of this research environment within the context of the higher education 

system. The survey will have closed and open-ended questions to solicit a range of opinions regarding toxic 

leadership traits and their implications. The closed questions will be asked in the form of a Likert scale to 

measure perceptions and experiences of toxic behavior leadership (e.g., micromanaging, bullying, 

communication issues) on a scale of "Strongly Disagree" to "Strongly Agree." The open-ended questions will 

give the participants a chance to provide richer responses to their experiences and perceptions. For the 

qualitative part, there will be in-depth interviews with a representative population of academic and 

administration staff, such as deans, lecturers, and support staff, across departments and levels of the 

institution. The interviews will be semi-structured with an interview protocol having open-ended questions 

exploring the exhibitions, effects, and management of toxic leadership. These interviews will be audio-
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recorded and transcribed verbatim for analysis. In addition, focus groups shall be organized to produce group 

discussions regarding institutional response to toxic leadership and potential mitigation methods. The focus 

groups will involve key stakeholders from the department heads, academic advisors, and student 

representatives. 

A random stratified sampling approach will be used to collect participants for the questionnaire. The sample 

will be randomly selected from different faculties and departments of the university to ensure representation 

from different academic and administrative ranks. The sample of 300 participants will be deemed sufficient in 

terms of population size and expected variability in response, which will ensure enhanced generalizability of 

the outcome. For the qualitative part, purposive sampling will be used in choosing participants based on 

experience and job position in the institution. Participants will include individuals who have suffered from the 

leadership's toxic behaviors, either as perpetrators or victims. The sample will be pursued to get varying views, 

including junior and senior staff, administrators, and academic leaders, to provide a general picture of the 

issue in the institution. 

The qualitative data will be handled and analyzed using thematic analysis, in which the data patterns or 

themes are found, coded, and placed in categories. The analysis will follow Braun and Clarke's (2006) six steps: 

familiarizing the self with the data, initial generation of codes, searching for themes, reviewing themes, 

naming and defining themes, and final reporting. NVivo software will be utilized to guide and analyze the 

qualitative data so that textual data can be accessed systematically and coded. 

Participants were informed about the purpose of the study, their role, and confidentiality of their responses. 

Consent shall be obtained from all participants ensuring that it is voluntary and that they understand they 

have the option to withdraw at any time without any penalty. Anonymity of information and confidentiality 

shall be maintained throughout the study. Participants will be assured their responses will only be used in the 

context of this research and aggregated to ensure anonymity. Potential weaknesses of this study are that the 

survey responses are self-report, and thus open to response bias, and the qualitative interviews' inherent 

subjectivity of interpretation. Further, the outcomes may not be generalizable to all institutions of higher 

education with differing organizational structures and cultures. These weaknesses would be acknowledged in 

the findings' discussion, and suggestions for future research to close such gaps.  

The mixed-method approach used in this study will give a balanced perspective about toxic leadership in 

higher education through the combination of the quality of quantitative and qualitative data. The concurrent 

data collection and analysis will enable the findings to be triangulated, giving quality elevated validity and 

reliability of the conclusions drawn. The research aims to contribute to the existing literature on school 

leadership and offer practical recommendations for challenging toxic leadership practice in institutions of 

higher learning. 

 

4. Findings and Discussion of Findings 

This article presents the results of a mixed-methods study on toxic leadership in higher education. The 

research integrates quantitative and qualitative data to explain the typical features, manifestations, 

consequences, and potential measures for curbing toxic leadership. The research employed structured 

questionnaires, deep interviews, and focus group discussions, where 300 survey respondents and 25 

qualitative participants from both academic and administrative staff participated. 

 

Traits of Toxic Leadership in Higher Education 

Quantitative Findings 

Based on the questionnaire data, the toxic leadership behaviors in the higher education context were 

identified and ranked based on participant feedback. Table 1 shows the descriptive statistics of the major toxic 

leadership behaviors. The analysis based on the Likert scale found micromanagement, authoritarianism in 

decision-making, and lack of empathy as most frequent behaviors. 
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Table 1: Perceived Characteristics of Toxic Leadership (N=300) 

Characteristic Mean Standard Deviation Rank 

Micromanagement 4.56 0.71 1 

Authoritarian decision-making 4.32 0.85 2 

Lack of empathy 4.15 0.77 3 

Public criticism 4.02 0.89 4 

Favoritism 3.89 0.94 5 

 

Qualitative Findings 

Thematic analysis of the interview and focus group transcripts identified a multifaceted array of toxic 

leadership characteristics. The most common themes included autocratic behavior, communication 

inconsistency, and lack of accountability. One senior lecturer participant characterized toxic leaders as "those 

who live on power inequality, stifling voices of dissent to uphold authority." Another administrative staff 

respondent highlighted the prevalence of favoritism, stating, "It's demoralizing to see leaders playing favorites 

with their close associates at the expense of institutional goals." 

 

Discussion 

The qualitative and quantitative findings confirm what is contained in the existing literature, which identifies 

such behaviors as authoritarianism and micromanagement as traits of toxic leadership (Einarsen et al., 2016). 

The traits breach trust and collaboration and develop a counterproductive work environment. The prevalence 

of such characteristics indicates that a problem is systemic, particularly in contexts of hierarchical nature such 

as higher education. 

 

Manifestations of Toxic Leadership at Different Levels 

Quantitative Findings 

Participants provided varied accounts of toxic leadership experiences at levels in the hierarchy. Middle 

managers were considered the most common perpetrators of toxic behaviors, with senior administrators and 

department heads also reported. Figure 1 presents the distribution of toxic leadership experience at 

institutional levels. 

 

Figure 1: Manifestations of Toxic Leadership Across Levels (N=300) 
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Qualitative Results 

Qualitative data illuminated the specific manifestation of toxic leadership at different levels.  

Middle managers were typical in micromanaging and enforcing old policies sternly. Neglect and bad 

communication were attributed to senior administrators. One lecturer noted, "Our middle managers enforce 

rules without knowing the reality on the ground, while senior administrators are disconnected from our 

struggles." 

Focus group interviews showed that toxic leadership trickles down, and heads of departments model behavior 

learned from their bosses. Workplace tensions develop due to "trickle-down toxicity," as well as decreased 

accountability. 

 

Discussion 

The prevalence of toxic leadership at organizational levels justifies the argument that organizational culture 

significantly influences leadership patterns. Toxic leadership thrives in environments where there are poor 

checks and balances, and maladaptive behaviors pervade across institutional levels, as argued by Padilla, 

Hogan, and Kaiser (2007). 

 

Toxic Leadership Effects on Organizational Culture, Employee Morale, and Performance 

Quantitative Findings 

Statistical analysis verified significant correlations between toxic leadership and negative effects. Table 2 

demonstrates the effects referenced by participants. 

 

Table 2: Effects of Toxic Leadership on Institutional Outcomes 

Effect Mean Standard Deviation Impact Level 

Reduced staff morale 4.62 0.68 High 

High turnover intention 4.48 0.72 High 

Decline in institutional performance 4.30 0.85 Moderate 

Erosion of organizational culture 4.15 0.79 Moderate 

 

Qualitative Findings 

The interviewees characterized toxic leadership as a "cancer" that destroys organizational culture and 

demoralizes the workforce. One administrative staff member stated, "You go to work feeling de-motivated 

because you know your efforts won't be valued." Another interviewee bemoaned the climate of fear in which 

innovation and creativity are suppressed because people fear retaliation or public humiliation. 

Discussion 

These findings are in line with studies underscoring the detrimental effects of toxic leadership on 

organizational relationships (Schmidt, 2014). Turnover intention and low morale are of concern for colleges 

and universities, as talent retention is crucial to academic achievement. 

 

Managing and Mitigating the Effects of Toxic Leadership 

Quantitative Results 

Participants ranked suggested mitigation strategies by perceived effectiveness. Establishing clear policies and 

increasing leadership training ranked as highest priorities (see Table 3). 

Table 3: Mitigation Strategies for Toxic Leadership 

Strategy Mean Standard Deviation Effectiveness Rank 

Clear anti-toxicity policies 4.75 0.60 1 

Leadership development 4.63 0.72 2 

Anonymous feedback systems 4.52 0.75 3 

Improved communication 4.40 0.81 4 
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Qualitative Findings 

Qualitative results also showed that accountability, transparency, and participatory leadership are crucial in 

eliminating toxic behavior. One senior academic recommended, "Institutions need to put a premium on 

leadership training that focuses on emotional intelligence and conflict resolution." Anonymous reporting 

mechanisms were also recommended by focus group participants to facilitate staff raising concerns without 

fear of reprisal. 

Discussion 

Countering toxic leadership is multi-faceted. Kellerman (2012) is right to argue that strong leadership is as 

much a matter of personal character as it is about fostering a culture in which moral behavior is encouraged 

and enforced. Institutions must invest in institutional reforms to fight and battle toxicity. The findings indicate 

the rampant prevalence and negative consequences of toxic leadership in higher education. With hard 

quantitative evidence and dense qualitative data, the study emphasizes the need for higher education 

institutions to address toxic leadership with clearly defined policy, successful training, and participative 

governance provisions. Under adversity, however, preventive actions can deflect the culture of leadership, 

pinpointing higher institutional resilience and performance. 

 

5. Conclusion 

Higher education leadership is an important domain in shaping institutional culture, informing academic 

success, and fostering a learning-friendly and innovative climate. Toxic leadership squanders these ambitions, 

unleashing disastrous outcomes that echo throughout students, employees, and institutional systems. This 

finding encapsulates the overarching conclusions of our research on the higher education phenomenon of 

toxic leadership based on a mixed-method design integrating qualitative stories and quantitative findings. 

Toxic leadership complexity manifests itself as autocratic decision-making, micromanaging, favoritism, secrecy, 

and ethical violation. Such behavior erodes trust, brings down organizational morale, and hampers 

institutional growth. Empirical observations confirm that toxic leaders are more interested in self-interest to 

the detriment of organizational interests, creating what the majority of stakeholders feel is a "Magic Kingdom" 

ruled by autocrats rather than collaborators (Greenleaf, 2023). 

Impacts of toxic leadership are enormous: 

• On Faculty and Staff: Turnover, emotional exhaustion, job dissatisfaction, and career stagnation are 

common outcomes. Staff who work for toxic leaders have more stress, absenteeism, and decreased 

productivity (Smith & Watson, 2023). 

• On Students: Toxic leadership indirectly affects the student experience through stifling academic 

creativity, reducing the quality of teaching, and establishing a disillusioned climate with institutional 

values (Brown et al., 2022). 

• On Institutions: Toxicity erodes organisational reputation, reduces the ability to attract and retain 

talent, and suppresses academic competitiveness in an internationalising education market (Johnson 

& Adler, 2024). 

Quantitative Insights 

A quantitative survey conducted among 300 academic professionals revealed alarming statistics: 

Indicator Percentage Affected (%) 

Faculty dissatisfaction with leadership 72% 

Reported instances of micromanagement 65% 

Perception of ethical breaches 48% 

Intention to leave due to toxicity 58% 

 

These figures corroborate qualitative accounts, providing a robust mixed-methods framework for 

understanding the widespread prevalence and impact of toxic leadership. 

The Role of Power Dynamics and Organizational Culture 
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Higher education institutions are hierarchically organized, and power relationships determine the conduct of 

their leaders. Toxic leaders use such relationships to entrench power, suppress dissent, and reinforce 

inequalities. Kaur and Thompson's (2023) work demonstrated that a lack of mechanisms to hold leaders 

accountable provides reason for toxic leadership to establish itself uncontested, particularly in cultures where 

compliance and loyalty are valued above competence and creativity. Organizational culture is also a 

determining factor in suppressing or exacerbating toxicity. Those organizations that highly value inclusivity, 

collegiality, and transparency are less susceptible to becoming victims of the negative effects of toxic 

leadership (Chen et al., 2024). A culture of silence and fear allows the toxicity to emerge and form a self-

reinforcing cycle that does not extinguish easily. 

Toward Solutions: Navigating the Epics 

Toxic leadership requires a multi-pronged intervention that combines individual, organizational, and systemic 

interventions: 

• Leadership Development: Formal training programs on emotional intelligence, ethical leadership, and 

conflict resolution can equip leaders with the competencies required to foster healthy settings. 

• Accountability Mechanisms: Establishing open governance structures, whistleblowing regulations, and 

performance assessments can deter toxic behavior. 

• Organizational Change: Changes in institutional culture towards inclusivity, collaboration, and shared 

governance can offer fertile ground for positive leadership. 

• Stakeholder Engagement: Encouraging participation by students, faculty, and staff in the decision-

making process ensures equilibrium of power and reduces chances of abuse. 

 

Mixed-Method Integration 

Results evolved here are a result of the union of qualitative description and quantitative information. 

Questionnaires, for instance, recorded the degree of toxification, but professor interviews provided rich 

contextual descriptions of their real experience. Together, these methods form an exhaustive account of the 

issue, combining empirical evidence and individual testimony. 

Reimagining the Magic Kingdom 

The "Magic Kingdom" metaphor describes the paradox of higher education leadership—utopian vision tainted 

by the flaws of human fallibility and structural vulnerabilities. But, by confronting toxic leadership directly, 

institutions can reclaim their purpose as bastions of knowledge, creativity, and community. It requires guts, 

working together, and holding fast to moral stewardship. With shifting times and the revolution in higher 

education on the fast track of social and technological change, more than ever now, the stakes are high. The 

future hangs in the balance of leadership characterized by integrity, inclusiveness, and resilience. The epics of 

toxins of toxic leadership, however formidable, can be cautionary tales, nudging institutions onto a wiser path. 
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