
Current Psychology
https://doi.org/10.1007/s12144-024-06016-2

the nature of power and its effects on leader behavior and 
employee responses from a psychological standpoint (e.g., 
Kelemen et al., 2020; Liao et al., 2021; Peng et al., 2021), 
given the extensive influence of psychological power, it is 
challenging to assert that the literature has fully developed.

According to the Conservation of Resources (COR) the-
ory, resources are broadly defined as objects, personal char-
acteristics, conditions, or energies that are valued because 
they help one to either directly obtain his or her goals or 
thwart his or her goal-relevant tendencies (Hobfoll, 2011). 
However, some non-constructive leadership behaviors such 
as DL continue to threaten the motivation level of employ-
ees (Rasid et al., 2013), individual resources (Hobfoll, 
2011), and the welfare of organizations (Brouwers & Paltu, 
2020; Veldsman, 2012). This fact creates a need to under-
stand the contextual development of DL in organizations. 
DL can be seen as a new type of leadership where leaders 
engage in systematic and prolonged psychological abuse 
of subordinates (Ryan et al., 2021). Previous research has 
indicated that the impact of DL may depend on the con-
text, as relationships can vary based on cultural and situ-
ational factors (e.g., Burns, 2021; Fors Brandebo, 2020). In 
parallel, numerous studies reveal the consequences of such 

Introduction

The actions of leaders in charge of societies and organiza-
tions have far-reaching effects, influencing organizational 
culture and the mental well-being of employees. On the 
other hand, culture is also recognized to influence various 
organizational relationships. Concordantly, one cultural ele-
ment that can explain variations in leadership effectiveness, 
work attitudes, or job performance is an employee’s power 
distance orientation (Leonidou et al., 2021; Matta et al., 
2022). Power distance at an individual level also serves as a 
moderating factor on various aspects, such as the effective-
ness of leadership, employees’ perceptions and opinions of 
their organizations, and the core impacts of HR practices on 
employees (e.g., Adamovic, 2023; Li et al., 2017; Loi et al., 
2012). In this context, despite some recent studies exploring 
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leadership styles (Tepper, 2000) and propose theoretical 
models explaining the mechanisms of these styles (Einarsen 
et al., 2007; Wang et al., 2010). More specifically, negative 
leadership styles have been associated in the current litera-
ture with Emotional Exhaustion (EE) (Gkorezis et al., 2015; 
Koç et al., 2022), turnover intentions (Badar et al., 2023), 
and counterproductive work behavior (Murad et al., 2021). 
Besides, there is also an increasing research trend regarding 
the roles played by leadership in the moods and emotions of 
subordinates (Bono et al., 2007; Gooty et al., 2010).

“National culture has a crucial role in influencing the 
occurrence of leadership style” (Zhang & Liao, 2015, p. 
960), and shapes subordinates’ reactions toward these lead-
ership styles (Hofstede, 2001; Tepper et al., 2017). One 
of these leadership styles is Destructive Leadership (DL) 
which is increasing in today’s societal and business areas 
(Krasikova et al., 2013) and prevents proper organiza-
tional functioning (Cascio & Aguinis, 2008). Organizations 
invest substantial resources in safeguarding and enhancing 
employee well-being (Salas-Vallina et al., 2021). Within 
this framework, COR, rooted in the resource-based perspec-
tives of organizations, underscores individuals’ endeavors to 
safeguard, uphold, and cultivate their resources, highlight-
ing bad management and stress as perceived threats to these 
resources (Hobfoll, 2011). Therefore, based on the COR, 
enhancing our understanding of the phenomenon of DL 
by exploring the impact of Psychological Power Distance 
(PPD) experienced by subordinates on their perceptions 
of leaders’ abusive behaviors is also significant in terms of 
decreasing employees’ level of Emotional Exhaustion (EE). 
EE, is expressed as “feelings of being emotionally drained 
by one’s work” (Bakker & Costa, 2014, p. 2), and one of the 
primary emotional states experienced by employees today. 
In conclusion, the COR theory as a factor in work-related 
stress and destructive leadership can be used as a basis to 
eradicate the harmful effects of destructive leadership for 
the betterment of professional environments.

As a cultural factor, “Power Distance” (PD) assesses 
the probability that individuals facing greater inequality 
within the same social framework will recognize and expect 
unequal power distribution (Gonzalez, 2021). Hence, PD 
is a distinguishing feature among societies (Meydan et al., 
2014). In this line, the PD beliefs of subordinates also vary 
depending on different leadership styles (Yang, 2020). For 
instance, in some cultures, leaders garner respect for tak-
ing decisive action, while in others, collaborative and par-
ticipative decision-making methods hold more significance 
(Ahmad et al., 2021, p. 1112). However, the issue of low 
reliability persists in many power distance scales (Taras, 
2014). In this context, Adamovic (2023) contends that the 
measurement components of the Psychological Power Dis-
tance (PPD) scale he created amalgamate a broad power 

distance aspect and encompass noteworthy, though distinct, 
facets of power distance. Besides, although the concepts of 
hierarchy and power are often used as substitute concepts, 
the distinction between these two concepts has been signifi-
cantly neglected in previous research (Aïssaoui & Fabian, 
2015). For example, “in France, employees often do not 
tolerate power differences, but they tend to value a strong 
hierarchy” (Adamovic, 2023, p. 3; d’Iribarne, 1996).

However, empirical research on the effects of psycho-
logical power distance on DL and related outcomes such 
as employee EE is surprisingly scarce. This paper seeks to 
address this gap in the literature. Thus, we aim to explore 
the potential moderating impact of the newly defined PPD 
on the connection between DL and EE to achieve trustwor-
thy empirical findings. On the other hand, the study spe-
cifically focuses on a sample of Turkish employees, given 
that Türkiye is the largest economy in the Middle East and 
Turkish cultural values have had a profound impact on the 
way organizations are managed in the Middle East region. 
Besides, most countries in the Middle East were founded 
with the dissolution of the Ottoman Empire and are societies 
that come from the same traditions and customs (Lindholm, 
2008). Thus, as a society that traditionally values respect 
and compliance with authority, Türkiye represents an ideal 
context to study the effects of psychological power distance.

Theoretical background

Destructive leadership

“Destructive leadership is conceptualized as a broad 
umbrella” (Mackey et al., 2021, p. 707) that ranges from 
abusive supervision (Tepper, 2000; Tepper et al., 2017) to 
overburdening followers (Schmid et al., 2019). Therefore, 
a wide variety of theories and different approaches, such 
as the Psychodynamic approach (Pillay & April, 2022) or 
Strain theory (Chen & Cheung, 2020) which is a crimi-
nological theory, have been used to explain the behaviors 
and effects of Destructive Leadership (DL). On the other 
hand, researchers have discovered that a rise in disruptive 
behaviors, which can deplete individuals’ psychological 
resources, may stem from factors like heightened anxiety 
(Byrne et al., 2014), work-related stress (Rosenstein, 2017), 
or excessive job pressure (Lam et al., 2017). Concurrently, 
the field of DL is experiencing increased diversity. Within 
this realm, DL manifests in various structural forms. As per 
Einarsen et al. (2007) and Larsson et al. (2012), these forms 
can be categorized as active or passive. Active behaviors 
encompass traits such as arrogance, unfairness, and intimi-
dating or disciplining subordinates. Passive behavioral pat-
terns highlight leader qualities like disinterest, avoidance 
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of conflict, or poor planning skills (Larsson et al., 2012). 
Active behaviors are systematic and deliberate, while pas-
sive forms indicate deficiencies in leaders’ work and respon-
sibilities (Einarsen et al., 2007). In addition, DL is divided 
into two dimensions in the literature: task and relationship. 
Task-related behaviors represent perceptions of the leader’s 
competence, including:

	● Isolation from outside interference and excessive 
control.

	● Lack of determination and uncertainty.
	● Stress and loss of control.

The relationship-related behaviors dimension refers to the 
leader’s skills in human relations, such as:

	● Low ability to relate to colleagues and subordinates and 
lack of job satisfaction.

	● Lack of understanding and self-centered behavior (Fors 
et al., 2016).

On the other hand, “employees will attribute leadership 
behavior in the process of interaction with the leaders” (Jiao 
& Wang, 2023, p. 2), and the psychological states of sub-
ordinates will also be affected depending on their attribu-
tion. As a result, based on attribution theory (Heider, 1958; 
Weiner, 1985), it should not be ignored that whether the 
above-mentioned behaviors will be perceived as destructive 
or non-destructive may differ depending on the psychologi-
cal state and perceptions of the subordinates in addition to 
cultural impact (Kong & Jogaratnam, 2007; Ojo, 2012).

Emotional exhaustion

Burnout, a psychological syndrome brought on by a pro-
longed reaction to ongoing workplace stressors (Maslach et 
al., 2001), is a significant issue that is becoming worse as 
workers are subjected to increasing pressure and demands 
from their managers under different cultural contexts (Rat-
trie et al., 2020). Moreover, burnout has been associated 
with several negative organizational outcomes, including 
job performance, emotional labor, and reduced employee 
well-being (Moon & Hur, 2011; Qiu et al., 2023; Maslach 
et al., 2001). “It is generally accepted to encompass three 
dimensions that occur in a developmental sequence” (Strack 
et al., 2015, p. 578): from emotional exhaustion (EE) to 
depersonalization and subsequent decline in achievement 
(Cordes & Dougherty, 1993; Maslach et al., 2001). Within 
this framework, EE refers to the extent to which an indi-
vidual is depleted or lacking in physical and psychologi-
cal resources to cope with an interpersonal stress situation 
(Maslach et al., 2001). Employees who experience EE at 

work feel extremely stressed because they lose their physi-
cal and mental endurance (Obi et al., 2020) which ultimately 
leads to unhealthy tendencies as well as anxiety, stress, and 
depression (Bianchi et al., 2015; Weigl et al., 2017). On the 
other hand, the main characteristics of EE at the organiza-
tional level are the desire to quit work, absenteeism, and 
low morale (Maslach, 1996). Ultimately, the chronic experi-
ence of negative emotions in both individual and organiza-
tional contexts and the difficulties employees experience in 
regulating them can deplete their cognitive and emotional 
resources, which emerges as an important risk factor for EE 
(Chang, 2009; Hsieh et al., 2011).

Destructive leadership and emotional exhaustion

Different leadership styles have a known impact on employ-
ees’ emotions (Baig et al., 2021), and “employees’ percep-
tions about the leader are likely to affect their attitudes” 
(Gkorezis et al., 2015, p. 622). In this context, destructive 
leadership styles (e.g., abusive supervision, petty tyranny, 
negative leadership) may trigger negative emotional reac-
tions from employees (Schilling & Schyns, 2015), and 
increase employees’ emotional exhaustion (Chi & Liang, 
2013). According to the Emotional Dissonance theory, neg-
ative supervision may also lead employees to conceal their 
true emotions (Naseer & Raja, 2021). Thus, scholars are 
focusing on leaders’ negative behavioral impact on employ-
ees’ emotional exhaustion levels (Gkorezis et al., 2015) to 
increase employee well-being at work (Hetrick et al., 2022). 
In addition, interpersonal stressors that diminish the well-
being of employees are frequently experienced within the 
organizational atmosphere dominated by DL due to the 
nature of this harmful style (Hetrick et al., 2022). Accord-
ing to the Emotional Dissonance theory, negative supervi-
sion may also lead employees to conceal their true emotions 
(Naseer & Raja, 2021). Within this framework, scholars are 
focusing on leaders’ negative behavioral impact on employ-
ees’ emotional exhaustion levels (Gkorezis et al., 2015) 
to increase employee well-being at work (Hetrick et al., 
2022), interpersonal stressors that diminish the well-being 
of employees are frequently experienced within the orga-
nizational atmosphere dominated by DL due to the nature 
of this harmful style (Hetrick et al., 2022), this article bases 
the theoretical connection between Destructive Leadership 
(DL) and Emotional Exhaustion (EM) on the definition of 
Einarsen et al. (2007).

[..] is the systematic and repeated behavior of a leader or 
manager that harms the organization’s legitimate interests 
by undermining the organization’s resources, and effective-
ness, motivation, and job satisfaction of subordinates (p. 
208).
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power distance (Tang et al., 2020). In this context, numer-
ous studies explore the connection between PD and lead-
ers’ influence tactics as PD decides if subordinates in a 
culture would accept a leader’s influence and the specific 
situations in which a leader might face resistance from a 
group of subordinates. Thus, investigating the role of PD in 
employees’ perception of leaders and better understanding 
the impact of leaders on employee well-being, will not only 
inform practices for workplace health intervention but also 
enlighten leadership researchers in discussing the universal 
and contingency theory of leadership. On the other hand, 
several power distance measures, like the ones created by 
Cable & Edwards (2004), Dorfman & Howell (1988), and 
Maznevski and colleagues (2002), have produced interest-
ing findings on the importance of power distance concern-
ing employee results and leadership (Adamovic, 2023, p. 
2). As an example, Tepper (2007) claims that “countries 
with high power distance experience more abusive supervi-
sion”. Thus, individuals characterized by large power dis-
tance have a high tolerance for lack of autonomy and rely 
more on centralization and formalization of authority (Hof-
stede, 1980). In this context, PPD influences how people 
feel, think, and act about problems of status and power at 
work and is crucial in understanding how leaders and subor-
dinates interact (Adamovic, 2023, p. 1).

The moderating impact of PD on the link between work-
ers’ job satisfaction, performance, and absenteeism was 
highlighted by Lam and Friends (2002. p.14). On the other 
hand, Farh and Friends (2007: 721) found in their study that 
PD had a negative moderating effect on the relationship 
between work outcomes such as organizational commit-
ment, job performance, and conscientiousness. According 
to the findings above, we can argue that PPD has a deter-
ministic effect on the functioning of the theoretical mecha-
nisms between DL and EM. Besides, In countries with high 
power distance, abuse by superiors is quite normative and 
consistent for subordinates in superior-subordinate relation-
ships (Tepper, 2007). In this regard, the need for power in 
the prestige dimension (Carl et al., 2004; Hofstede, 2001; 
Schwartz, 2014), which is an organic extension of previ-
ous power distance studies, is also associated with narcis-
sistic and Machiavellian actions and attitudes (Jonason et 
al., 2022). “People with high power distance orientation in 
the workplace typically accept status disparities, whereas 
people with low power distance orientation frequently 
support treating everyone equally regardless of status 
symbols.” (Adamovic, 2023, p. 3). Conversely, workers 
with a low power distance orientation favor participatory 
leadership and decision-making processes which is not as 
prevalent under abusive supervision (Rao & Pearce, 2016). 
As a result, in countries with low power distance, abusive 

Current studies have explored the positive relationship 
between despotic, toxic, and destructive leadership with 
emotional exhaustion (e.g., Shahzad et al., 2023; Koç et al., 
2022). In this context, “meta-analytic evidence demonstrates 
that DL has negative consequences for followers’ workplace 
behaviors (e.g., job performance, organizational citizen-
ship behaviors [OCBs], workplace deviance)” (Mackey et 
al., 2019, p. 3). These empirical findings may suggest that 
DL outputs could also result in EM among employees. In 
conclusion, destructive leaders can cause fundamental prob-
lems in business life, such as increasing the level of emo-
tional exhaustion (Krumov et al., 2016), and subordinates 
who are constantly exposed to leaders’ destructive practices 
experience frustration and emotional exhaustion (Glasø & 
Vie, 2009). Given the theoretical discussions above, the 
research’s first hypothesis was formulated as follows.

H1: There is a positive relationship between destructive 
leadership and emotional exhaustion.

Psychological power distance

The PPD concept originates from a multidisciplinary field 
of study called cross-cultural psychology, which seeks to 
understand how culture impacts the cognitive and behav-
ioral outcomes of individuals and groups (Yang, 2020). 
According to Hofstede (1991, p. 27), “power distance can 
be described as the degree to which individuals who are 
less powerful within a country’s institutions and organi-
zations anticipate and acknowledge the unequal distribu-
tion of power”. In this context, “Shore and Cross (2005, p. 
57) underlined that power is distributed more equitably in 
low power distance cultures and unequally in high power 
distance cultures. For instance, the power distance index 
(Khakhar & Rammal, 2013) shows that the Arab world, 
which values traditional authority highly (Inglehart, 1997), 
scores highly in this index, and people working in these cul-
tures strictly follow higher hierarchical orders (Chiaburu 
et al., 2015; Korkmazyurek & Korkmazyurek, 2023). In 
summary, “individuals who score highly on psychological 
power distance also tend 1) accept and tolerate power dif-
ferences in the workplace, 2) avoid conflict with authority 
figures, 3) prefer a clear hierarchy at work, 4) strive for sta-
tus and prestige, and 5) expect a social distance between 
managers and employees.” (Adamovic, 2023, p. 2).

Psychological power distance as a moderator

It has been suggested that various cultures have their norms 
regarding what constitutes good or bad leadership, and these 
norms may be reflected in the perception of psychological 
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in the Turkish culture, the tolerance error for the sample was 
accepted as 10%. The final required sample size was calcu-
lated as 67.

Along this line, in a homogenous group with a reliabil-
ity of 0.90 and a sampling error of 0.10, a sample group of 
61 people can represent a universe of 100 million people 
(Yazıcıoğlu & Erdoğan, 2004). Moreover, in a heteroge-
neous group, a sample size of 96 is sufficient. Data were 
collected from a total of 222 employees working in differ-
ent jobs by using the convenience sampling method via 
an online survey. This sample strategy allows us to collect 
data that covers more industries in Türkiye. The participa-
tion of participants in the research was voluntary. Working 
in a workplace was the only criterion for participants. In 
this context, it was accepted that the sample size was large 
enough to represent the universe.

117 (53%) of the participants were female, and 105 (47%) 
were male. The participants have 14.48 (sd = 10.46) mean 
years of working experience, while their age was between 
19 and 67 years, with a mean value of 40.87 (sd = 9.42). % 
24.9 of the participants were between 19 and 34, % 24.9 
between 35 and 40, % 25.8 between 41 and 47, and % 24,4 
between 47 and 67 years old.

Measure of psychological power distance

The PPD perception was measured with the scale, devel-
oped by Adamovic (2023). This scale is a five-point Lik-
ert-type scale (1 strongly disagree to 5 strongly agree) 
comprising fifteen items under five factors (Power, Con-
flict with Authority Figure, Hierarchy, Prestige, and Social 
Distance). Ascending numbers indicate the extent to which 
power distance was perceived. The overall original psycho-
logical power distance scale demonstrated strong reliability 
(α = 0.82). The scale has not been used in Turkish before. 
For this reason, firstly, this scale was adapted to Turkish, 
and then the validity and reliability of the scale were tested. 
By adopting this scale, the method suggested by Brislin et 
al. (1973) was used. This method includes five basic steps: 
translation into the target language, evaluation of the trans-
lation into the target language, back-translation into the 
source language, evaluation of the back-translation into the 
source language, and final evaluation with experts. After the 
adaptation process, exploratory factor analysis was applied 
for the validity of the scale. In the exploratory factor anal-
ysis, the Principal Axis Analysis method and the Varimax 
Rotation Technique were applied to calculate factor load-
ings. Factors with eigenvalues greater than 1 were taken 
into consideration. As a result of the factor analysis, it was 
seen that all factor loadings were higher than 0.30 and there 
were no overlapping items. The lowest factor loading value 
recommended for a good factor analysis is 0.30 (Tavakol & 

supervision may affect the emotional state of subordinates 
(Meydan et al., 2014).

De Clercq and colleagues (2021) discovered that PPD is 
positively associated with subordinates’ perception of supe-
riors’ destructive leadership. This indicates that when sub-
ordinates perceive high PPD, they are more likely to view 
their leaders as engaging in such destructive behaviors. 
This correlation can also be attributed to abusive supervi-
sion, a form of destructive leadership behavior. According 
to social learning theory (Rumjaun & Narod, 2020), when 
leaders’ power is internalized and reflected as subordinates’ 
psychological power distance, the aggressive behaviors dis-
played by leaders are likely to be observed and learned by 
subordinates. These aggressive behaviors could then lead to 
emotionally exhausting reactions in the subordinates. Cor-
relationally, this study suggests that psychological power 
distance mediates the link between destructive leadership 
behaviors and subordinates’ emotional exhaustion levels.

H2: Psychological power distance has a moderating role in 
the relationship between perceived destructive leader-
ship and emotional exhaustion.

Method

The causal research method which is one of the quantita-
tive research methods is used in the study. Cross-sectional 
data were collected using an electronic survey form through 
the convenience sampling method. Participants received 
the link to the electronic survey form via social media and 
email. The statistical analyses were carried out with AMOS 
24 and SPSS 27.

Sample and procedure

The survey sample size was determined by the Non-ran-
dom convenience sampling method and the process of its 
determination was as follows: The sample size that can 
numerically represent the universe of working people was 
calculated with the formula below (Ding et al., 2022).

n = Z2 x σ2/d22

In this formula, n represents the required sample size 
and Z represents the z-statistic at a 90% confidence level 
(Z = 1.64). σ represents the standard deviation of the overall 
population and takes the value of 0.5. d is the tolerance error 
or sampling error. It is the difference between the universe 
parameter and the statistical value obtained from the sam-
ple. Since such a research model has not been studied before 
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Results

Table 1 displays the variables’ descriptive statistics as well 
as the Pearson correlation coefficients. Examining the cor-
relations between the variables of the study, all sub-dimen-
sions of Destructive Leadership [Inadequate leadership 
skills and unethical behaviors (r = 0.46, p < 0.01), Authori-
tarian leadership (r = 0.49, p < 0.01), Inability to deal with 
new technology and other changes (r = 0.42, p < 0.01), Nep-
otism (r = 0.40, p < 0.01), Callousness toward subordinates 
(r = 0.40, p < 0.01)] were positively correlated with emo-
tional exhaustion. There was no correlation between Psy-
chological Power Distance sub-dimensions (Power, Conflict 
with Authority Figures, Hierarchy, Prestige, and Social Dis-
tance) and emotional exhaustion. Moreover, there was no 
correlation found between sub-dimensions of Destructive 
Leadership and Psychological Power Distance.

Using SPSS 27 software, a multiple regression analysis 
was executed to test the research’s first hypothesis. First of 
all, by controlling the effects of gender and age, the direct 
relationship between destructive leadership dimensions 
and emotional exhaustion was examined. Table 2 displays 
the analysis findings. The variance explained by emotional 
exhaustion in this model is R2 = 0.31. The results indicate 
that Authoritarian leadership (b = 0.29, p < 0.01) is posi-
tively and significantly associated with emotional exhaus-
tion. The study’s first hypothesis is supported by this result. 
The other sub-dimensions of Destructive leadership (Inad-
equate leadership skills and unethical behaviors, Inability 
to deal with new technology and other changes, Nepotism, 
and Callousness toward subordinates) aren’t associated with 
emotional exhaustion (p > 0.05).

Next, to test hypothesis 2, the moderating effect of psy-
chological power distance sub-dimensions in the relation-
ship between destructive leadership sub-dimensions and 
emotional exhaustion was examined through SPSS PRO-
CESS 4.1 macro (Hayes, 2018). Totally twenty-five regres-
sion analyses were conducted. Model 1 of the PROCESS 
was applied in all analyses, based on 5000 bootstrap sam-
ples. As a result of all analyses, it was found that the Inade-
quate Leadership Skills and Unethical Behaviors X Prestige 
interaction variable (b = 0.17, 0.05 < 95% CI < 0.28), the 
Inability to Deal with New Technology and Other Changes 
X Hierarchy interaction variable (b = 0,13, 0.02 < 95% 
CI < 0.24), the Inability to Deal with New Technology and 
Other Changes X Prestige interaction variable (b = 0.16, 
0.05 < 95% CI < 0.27), Nepotism X Hierarchy interaction 
variable (b = 0.10, 0.009 < 95% CI < 0.20) was significantly 
and positively associated with emotional exhaustion. All the 
other interactions were not significant.

To understand the interaction of Inadequate Leadership 
Skills and Unethical Behaviors X Prestige interaction, we 

Wetzel, 2020). As a result of the exploratory factor analysis, 
the KMO (Kaiser-Meyer-Olkin) value was found to be 0.76, 
and the result of Bartlett’s test was found to be p < 0.001. 
After that, Confirmatory Factor Analysis was performed 
to examine the structural validity of the measurement tool. 
The single-factor, first-level related, unrelated, and second-
level related models were tested and Psychological Power 
Distance Scale showed the highest goodness of fit in the 
first-level related model (Δχ2 = 145.18, p < 0.001, SD = 79, 
Δχ2/SD = 1.84, RMSEA = 0.06, CFI = 0.92, IFI = 0.92, 
TLI = 0,90) which verified it’s original five-factor dimen-
sion. In our study, the Psychological Power Distance scale 
showed generally strong reliability (α = 0.78).

Measurement of destructive leadership

Destructive Leadership was measured with the scale which 
was developed by Aydinay (2022). Five Point Likert-
type scale (1 strongly disagree to 5 strongly agree) com-
prises 26 items under five factors (Inadequate leadership 
skills and unethical behaviors, Authoritarian leadership, 
Inability to deal with new technology and other changes, 
Nepotism (favoritism), Callousness toward subordinates). 
Ascending numbers indicate the extent to which destruc-
tive leadership was perceived. The original scale’s reli-
ability was reported using Cronbach’s coefficient alpha of 
α = 0.97, which showed that the scale was reliable. The 
validity of the scale was tested with confirmatory factor 
analysis, (Δχ2 = 590.23, p < 0.01, SD = 280, Δχ2/SD = 2.11, 
RMSEA = 0.07, CFI = 0.94, IFI = 0.94, TLI = 0,93) which 
verified it’s original five-factor dimension. In our study, the 
Destructive Leadership scale showed generally strong reli-
ability (α = 0.97).

Measurement of emotional exhaustion

In the study, to measure the emotional exhaustion levels 
the emotional exhaustion dimension scale in the Maslach 
Burnout Inventory (MTE) (Maslach et al. 1996), trans-
lated into Turkish by Ergin (1992), was used. Five-point 
Likert-type scale (1 strongly disagree to 5 strongly agree) 
comprises 9 items under one factor. The original scale’s 
reliability was reported using Cronbach’s coefficient alpha 
of α = 0.86, which showed that the scale was reliable. The 
validity of the scale was tested with confirmatory factor 
analysis, (Δχ2 = 40.51, p < 0.006, SD = 21, Δχ2/SD = 1.93, 
RMSEA = 0.07, GFI = 0.96, CFI = 0.98, IFI = 0.98, 
TLI = 0,97) which verified it’s original one-factor dimen-
sion. In our study, the Emotional Exhaustion scale showed 
generally strong reliability (α = 0.91).
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examined the levels of independent variables based on the 
levels of moderator variables. To establish low and high 
values as a default setting, the 16th and 84th percentiles of 
the moderator variable by PROCESS are taken into con-
sideration (Hayes, 2018). In our analysis when the prestige 
level is low, the association between Inadequate Leader-
ship Skills, Unethical Behaviors, and emotional exhaus-
tion (b = 0.25, 0.11 < 95% CI < 0.39), was relatively low. In 
contrast, when the prestige was high, Inadequate Leadership 
Skills and Unethical Behaviors were relatively highly related 
to emotional exhaustion (b = 0.54, 0.40 < 95% CI < 0.67). 
As the level of prestige increases, Inadequate Leadership 
Skills, Unethical Behaviors, and emotional exhaustion 
association also increase. This demonstrates that prestige 
strengthens the relationship between Inadequate Leadership 
Skills and Unethical Behaviors and Emotional Exhaustion. 
Along this line, we can say that prestige positively moder-
ates the relationship between Inadequate Leadership Skills 
and Unethical Behaviors, and Emotional Exhaustion. This 
result validates the study’s second hypothesis.

To figure out the mechanism of the moderating effect of 
prestige, a simple slope plot was drawn as seen in Fig. 1. 
It shows that in the case of a low level of prestige (dashed 
line) the increase in the Inadequate Leadership Skills and 
Unethical Behaviors leads to a moderately significant dif-
ference in emotional exhaustion. However, in the case of a 
high level of prestige (dashed straight line) differences in 
the Inadequate Leadership Skills and Unethical Behaviors 
lead to a relatively higher significant change in emotional 
exhaustion.

To understand the interaction of the Inability to Deal with 
New Technology and Other Changes X Hierarchy interac-
tion, we examined the levels of independent variables 
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Table 2  Multiple regression analysis results
Dependent Variable:
Emotional Exhaustion
Independent Variables

95% CI
b se Lower

Level
Upper 
Level

R2 = 0.31, F = 13.34**
Constant 1.55** 0.25 1.09 2.05
Gender − 0.21 0.11 − 0.42 0.06
Age − 0.01 0.01 − 0.02 0.001
Inadequate leadership skills and 
unethical behaviors

0.05 0.10 − 0.15 0.25

Authoritarian leadership 0.29** 0.11 0.08 0.49
Inability to deal with new technol-
ogy and other changes

0.16 0.10 − 0.04 0.36

Nepotism 0.04 0.06 − 0.08 0.16
Callousness toward subordinates 0.04.03 

0.00 
0.13

0.09 − 0.13 0.23

* p < 0.05, ** p < 0.01, a b= Unstandardized regression coefficient, b 
se= Standard error, c 95% CI = 95% Confidence interval (5000 boot-
strap samples)
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we examined the levels of independent variables according 
to the levels of moderator variables. To establish low and 
high values as a default setting, the 16th and 84th percentiles 
of the moderator variable by PROCESS are taken into con-
sideration (Hayes, 2018). In our analysis when the prestige 
level is low, the association between the Inability to Deal 
with New Technology and Other Changes and emotional 
exhaustion (b = 0.27, 0.13 < 95% CI < 0.42), was relatively 
low. On the contrary, when the prestige was high, the Inabil-
ity to Deal with New Technology and Other Changes was 
relatively highly related to emotional exhaustion (b = 0.54, 
0.39 < 95% CI < 0.68). As the level of prestige increases, the 
Inability to Deal with New Technology and Other Changes, 
and emotional exhaustion association also increase. This 
shows that prestige strengthens the relationship between the 
Inability to Deal with New Technology and Other Changes 
and emotional exhaustion. Accordingly, we can say that 
prestige positively moderates the relationship between the 
Inability to Deal with New Technology and Other Changes 
and emotional exhaustion. This finding supports the second 
hypothesis of the study.

To figure out the mechanism of the moderating effect of 
prestige, the basic slope plot was created, as seen in Fig. 3. 
It shows that in the case of a low level of prestige (dashed 
line) the increase in Inability to Deal with New Technol-
ogy and Other Changes leads to a moderately significant 
difference in emotional exhaustion. However, in the case of 
a high level of prestige (dashed straight line) differences in 
Inability to Deal with New Technology and Other Changes 
lead to a relatively higher significant change in emotional 
exhaustion.

according to the levels of moderator variables. To estab-
lish low and high values as a default setting, the 16th and 
84th percentiles of the moderator variable by PROCESS 
are taken into consideration (Hayes, 2018). In our analy-
sis when the hierarchy level is low, the association between 
Inability to Deal with New Technology and Other Changes 
and emotional exhaustion (b = 0.28, 0.12 < 95% CI < 0.43), 
was relatively low. On the contrary, when the hierarchy was 
high, the Inability to Deal with New Technology and Other 
Changes was relatively highly related to emotional exhaus-
tion (b = 0.49, 0.35 < 95% CI < 0.63). As the level of hierar-
chy increases, the Inability to Deal with New Technology 
and Other Changes and emotional exhaustion association 
also increase. This shows that hierarchy strengthens the rela-
tionship between the Inability to Deal with New Technology 
and Other Changes and emotional exhaustion. Accordingly, 
we can say that hierarchy positively moderates the relation-
ship between the Inability to Deal with New Technology 
and Other Changes and emotional exhaustion. This finding 
supports the second hypothesis of the study.

To figure out the mechanism of the moderating effect 
of hierarchy, the basic slope plot was created, as seen in 
Fig. 2. It shows that in the case of a low level of hierarchy 
(dashed line) the increase in the Inability to Deal with New 
Technology and Other Changes leads to a moderately sig-
nificant difference in emotional exhaustion. However, in the 
case of a high level of hierarchy (dashed straight line) dif-
ferences in the Inability to Deal with New Technology and 
Other Changes lead to a relatively higher significant change 
in emotional exhaustion.

To understand the interaction of the Inability to Deal with 
New Technology and Other Changes X Prestige interaction 

Fig. 1  Simple slope for inad-
equate leadership skills and 
unethical behaviors by Prestige 
interaction
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also increase. This shows that hierarchy strengthens the 
relationship between Nepotism and emotional exhaustion. 
Accordingly, we can say that hierarchy positively moderates 
the relationship between Nepotism and emotional exhaus-
tion. This finding supports the second hypothesis of the 
study.

To figure out the mechanism of the moderating effect of 
hierarchy, the basic slope plot was drawn as seen in Fig. 4. 
It shows that in the case of a low level of hierarchy (dashed 
line) the increase in Nepotism leads to a moderately sig-
nificant difference in emotional exhaustion. However, in the 
case of a high level of hierarchy (dashed straight line) dif-
ferences in Nepotism lead to a relatively higher significant 
change in emotional exhaustion.

To figure out the mechanism of the moderating effect 
of the Nepotism X Hierarchy interaction we examined the 
levels of independent variables according to the levels of 
moderator variables. To establish low and high values as a 
default setting, the 16th and 84th percentiles of the mod-
erator variable by PROCESS are taken into consideration 
(Hayes, 2018). In our analysis when the hierarchy level 
is low, the association between Nepotism and emotional 
exhaustion (b = 0.21, 0.08 < 95% CI < 0.33), was relatively 
low. On the contrary, when the hierarchy was high, Nepo-
tism was relatively highly related to emotional exhaustion 
(b = 0.38, 0.26 < 95% CI < 0.49). As the level of hierarchy 
increases, Nepotism, and emotional exhaustion association 

Fig. 4  Simple slope for nepotism by Hierarchy interaction

 

Fig. 3  Simple slope for inability to deal with technology and other 
changes by Prestige interaction

 

Fig. 2  Simple slope for inability 
to deal with technology and other 
changes by Hierarchy interaction
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& Galinsky, 2008; Leavitt, 2005). In this context, the fact 
that differences in Nepotism lead to a relatively higher sig-
nificant change in EE in case the hierarchy is high can be 
considered as an empirical finding that may lead to undesir-
able and dysfunctional results in the organizational context. 
Additionally, in the context of this research, a specific medi-
ating link of prestige/status seeking emerged in the effect of 
destructive leadership style on EE. Although this finding is 
limited, it can be generalized to Middle Eastern countries 
(e.g., Syria, Lebanon, Iraq) where power distance is high. 
Therefore, The study holds some managerial implications. 
These results may assist organizations and leadership train-
ing experts in developing interventions to reduce employee 
EE and abusive supervisory behaviors. In addition, the 
interactional effect of high levels of hierarchy on the rela-
tionship between DL and EE also sheds light on the cultural 
and psychological processes in societies where PPD is high.

When the prestige was high, the Inability to Deal with 
New Technology and Other Changes was relatively highly 
related to EE (b = 0.54, 0.39 < 95% CI < 0.68). In other 
words, as the level of prestige increases, the challenges of 
inability to adopt new technology, and EE association also 
increase. This shows that prestige strengthens the relation-
ship between the challenges of the inability to adopt new 
technology and EE. Most of the time, it is seen that intro-
ducing new technology to the workplace may create fear 
in the employees. Techniques such as training, communi-
cation, and support should be used by the management to 
minimize these challenges (Ivanov et al., 2020). In this con-
text, power distance measures the extent to which subordi-
nates accept control from their leaders or supervisors, or the 
extent of freedom that they can practice their own beliefs, 
values, and behaviors (Guzman & Fu, 2022). In high power 
distance cultures, subordinates are not allowed to raise their 
voice to their supervisor- no matter right or wrong they 
think. Traditionalists think that this rigid stratification may 
stop the implementation of new technology developed in 
high power distance countries like China or Malaysia (e.g., 
Rithmire, 2023). In conclusion, our empirical findings point 
out a well-established path for future study which focuses 
on the impact of power distance theories on organizational 
behavior like technology adaptation.

In a recent research by Harms and his colleagues, they 
found that the negative effects of DL on EE (Hattab et al. 
2022) could be reduced by PPD. This means that when sub-
ordinates do not perceive a large power distance between 
them and their leaders, the harmful effect of DL on EE may 
be minimized. This may be because when subordinates have 
low PPD from their leaders, they are likely to question the 
necessity of coping with EE and evaluate demands made by 
the leaders. On the contrary, when subordinates perceive a 
large psychological power distance, they are more likely to 

Discussion and conclusion

The study holds some important theoretical implications. 
The findings of this study offer valuable insights into the 
moderating role of newly conceptualized Psychological 
Power Distance (PPD) on the relationship between Destruc-
tive Leadership (DL) and Emotional Exhaustion (EE). First, 
our empirical results support previous research findings 
regarding the positive correlation between negative leader-
ship styles such as toxic and narcissistic (e.g., Badar et al., 
2023) and EE. Similar to the findings of Abubakar et al.‘s 
(2017) study on nepotism and workplace withdrawal, nepo-
tism, one of the components of DL, was found to be posi-
tively correlated (r = 0.40, p <.01) with EE. Hierarchy and 
nepotism pose risks in different forms (Tytko et al., 2020). 
A great example is the risk of possible downfall when con-
centrating all power on a small group of privileged relatives 
and the organs of that group. Also, it explains in terms of 
the risk of mutual support under hierarchy. When a society 
is structured in a certain way and has a social structure that 
allows powerful groups to protect each other’s interests, as 
is common in Middle Eastern societies, the privilege of that 
group is guaranteed (Shamaileh & Chaábane, 2022). And 
this mutual reinforcement can be a stable thing over time. 
Subsequently, the risks and consequences of these dysfunc-
tional and corruptive practices in the context of organiza-
tional performance may also be possible.”

On the other hand, we can discuss our empirical results 
based on the concept of Perceived external prestige (Kama-
sak & Bulutlar, 2008) and social identity theory (Tajfel & 
Turner, 2004), which are also shaped around the concepts 
of social value and status. “According to the literature, per-
ceived external prestige, unlike corporate image or corpo-
rate reputation, is based on employees’ beliefs (Šulentić 
et al., 2017). Within this framework, when we look at the 
items measuring the prestige dimension of PPD, we encoun-
ter statements that gaining respect and status is important 
for employees to exert social influence (Cheng et al., 2013). 
Previous studies have shown that the concept of prestige/
status is also associated with EE (Sessions et al., 2022) 
and narcissism which is one of the main characteristics of 
DL (e.g., Cheng et al., 2010; Haertel et al., 2023; Zeigler 
et al., 2019). Correlationally, our empirical findings also 
show that prestige also strengthens the relationship between 
inadequate leadership skills, unethical behaviors, and EE. 
Besides, This study also created new information about the 
moderating role of some specific sub-dimensions of PPD 
in the relationship between DL and EE. Furthermore, the 
prestige aspect of PPD amplifies the influence of deficient 
leadership abilities and unethical conduct on EE.

On the other hand, “hierarchies may produce undesirable 
or dysfunctional consequences” in organizations (Magee 
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The PPD is a newly conceptualized notion. In this con-
text, we also believe that the hypothesis and the results of 
our study may lead to new research questions for unexplored 
fields. In addition, there are several practical implications 
within our research. We explained the organic mechanism 
between DL and EE under the moderation of PPD. In this 
sense, employees and practitioners need to understand the 
motivation and psychological contract (Rousseau, 1990) 
level of employees under the reign of DL. On the other 
hand, based on our conceptual elaboration in this paper, 
we also suggest future research on gender, because, male 
and female forms of destructive leadership can differ sig-
nificantly in terms of gender barriers and catalysts such as 
role fit. Finally the complex nature of the research vari-
ables, qualitative research is needed to explore which indi-
vidual resources (e.g., self-efficacy) or behaviors will be 
negatively affected to cope with destructive leaders. As an 
additional comment, the significant effect of hierarchy on 
emotional exhaustion in the Turkish sample, where power 
distance is high (Hofstede, 2001) could be a starting point 
for future research in the context of the impact of cultural 
homogenization/globalization via internal uniformity (Con-
versi, 2014).

This study has some limitations. First of all, this study 
is conducted in a rather small region in Türkiye. Examin-
ing this research model at the international level in different 
provinces and different cultures will make strong contribu-
tions to the literature. The second is the investigation of the 
proposed causal relationship through the application of a 
cross-sectional research methodology. Thirdly, because our 
study relies on self-reported questionnaires, it is susceptible 
to common method biases and social desirability.
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