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Abstract

Oz

Background. In high-stress environments like healthcare,
toxic leadership can deplete employees' psychological
resources, leading to undesirable outcomes. Within the
framework of the Job Demands-Resources (JD-R) Theory,
this situation paves the way for indifference among
employees and, ultimately, counterproductive actions.

Aim. This study aims to examine the mediating role of
organizational indifference in the relationship between toxic
leadership and counterproductive work behaviors in
healthcare organizations.

Method. The sample of the study consists of 468 healthcare
professionals working in a private hospital in the Central
Black Sea Region. The structural validity of the data was
analyzed using AMOS, and the mediation effect (Model 4)
was tested using Hayes' PROCESS Macro extension.

Findings. Toxic leadership does not have a significant direct
effect on counterproductive work behaviors. However, the
analysis results indicate that toxic leadership increases
organizational indifference, which in turn leads to
counterproductive  behaviors;  thus,  organizational
indifference plays a significant mediating role (indirect
effect) in this relationship.

Conclusion. The study contributes to the literature by
demonstrating that the destructive effects of toxic leadership
occur indirectly through the mechanism of emotional
detachment and indifference that the employee develops
towards the organization, rather than as a direct retaliation.

Arka plan. Saglik hizmeti gibi yiiksek stresli ortamlarda
toksik liderlik, calisanlarm psikolojik kaynaklarmi
tiiketerek istenmeyen sonuglara yol agabilmektedir. Is
Talepleri-Kaynaklar (JD-R) Teorisi baglaminda bu durum,
calisanlarda umursamazliga ve nihayetinde iretkenlik
karsit1 eylemlere zemin hazirlamaktadir.

Amag. Bu calisma, saglik kurumlarinda toksik liderlik ile
iiretkenlik karsiti is davranislart arasindaki iligkide orgiitsel

umursamazligin aracilik roliinii incelemeyi
amaglamaktadir.
Yontem. Arastirmanin Orneklemini  Orta Karadeniz

Bolgesindeki ozel bir hastanede calisan 468 saghk
personeli olusturmaktadir. Verilerin yapisal gecerliligi
AMOS ile aracilik etkisi (Model 4) ise Hayes’in PROCESS
Makro eklentisi kullanilarak analiz edilmistir.

Bulgular. Toksik liderligin {iretkenlik karsiti i
davranisglari iizerinde dogrudan bir etkisi bulunmamaktadir.
Ancak analiz sonuclari, toksik liderligin orgiitsel
umursamazligi artirdigini ve artan bu umursamazligin da
iiretkenlik karsiti davraniglara yol actigini; dolayisiyla
Orgiitsel umursamazligin bu iliskide anlamli bir aract rol
(dolayl etki) iistlendigini gostermektedir.

Sonu¢. Calisma, toksik liderligin yikict etkilerinin
dogrudan bir misillemeden ziyade, ¢alisanin 6rgiite karsi
gelistirdigi  duygusal kopukluk ve umursamazlik
mekanizmast iizerinden dolayli olarak gercgeklestigini
ortaya koyarak yazina katki sunmaktadir.
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1. Introduction

Counterproductive work behavior, which imposes an economic burden of $200 billion worldwide,
is not only a financial loss but also an expression of organizational decay, especially in 'people-
oriented’ sectors such as healthcare (Bennett et al., 2018; Griep et al., 2022). Counterproductive
behavior in the workplace generally falls into two categories: organizational and interpersonal. Such
behaviors manifest as actions that harm the organization directly, such as withdrawing, arriving late,
sabotaging, and leaving early, or actions that negatively impact others within the company, such as
gossiping, disparaging others' perspectives, and inciting conflict among coworkers (Ahmed & Zhang,
2025; Song et al., 2024). Therefore, an organizational climate that encourages Machiavellianism
predisposes employees to engage in deviant behavior (Zheng et al., 2017), as do psychological
contract violations like broken promises (Griep et al., 2020) and overwork behaviors (Balducci et al.,
2012). Due to these factors, employees become highly dissatisfied with how their organizations
operate and make decisions; a dissatisfaction that often stems from unfair and degrading treatment
within the organization (Mingzheng et al., 2014).

In recent years, leadership research has focused not only on effective leadership but also on what
constitutes a destructive leader (Shaw et al., 2011). This shift offers vital insight into how the
destructive, malicious, and unsatisfactory behaviors of toxic leaders contribute to negative
organizational and interpersonal relationships, and how their actions can lead to harmful
consequences on a large scale (Singh et al., 2019). Mehta and Maheshwari (2013) have noted that
toxic leadership fosters injustice, creates traits that lack integrity, and undermines psychological
health. Furthermore, Mehta and Maheshwari (2013) state that toxic leadership can severely harm the
psychological well-being and productivity of employees, ultimately leading to a negative impact on
the organization's overall success. From top-level executives to lower-level supervisors, toxic leaders
act as highly harmful individuals who drain the energy of both the workforce and the institution. This
creates a threatening environment that disrupts smooth functioning. Consequently, in environments
dominated by toxic leadership, employees may exhibit negative and vengeful behavior towards their
leaders as a coping mechanism (Ahmed, 2024).

Several factors contribute to shaping employees' attitudes toward their organization. Employees'
perceptions of unfairness in organizational practices and decreased organizational trust can lead to a
hopeless attitude, which negatively impacts institutional success. The traditional view of a healthy
organization is one where organizational justice prevails and a supportive environment is fostered
(Rahman & Karim, 2022). Especially in the increasingly competitive healthcare sector, a fair and
supportive organizational culture based on trust is essential for professionals to achieve high
performance. While many organizations attempt to become more efficient by restructuring,
simplifying processes, and streamlining workflows, these changes can sometimes yield adverse
effects (Shabeer et al., 2018). According to Gagne (2018), a large proportion of employees lack
motivation and willingness to work, or their behavior is not aligned with the organization's goals. One
of the primary drivers of this disconnect is organizational indifference. Employees who experience
this phenomenon perceive the past, present, and future as identical, resulting in complete apathy
towards the future (Ghazifar et al., 2019). In a broader sense, organizational indifference is a state
where employees are not committed to organizational success, work solely to get paid and avoid
termination, and never seek opportunities for their organization to grow (Develi & Ozer, 2024;
Karimi-Alaghehband & Rivard, 2019).
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Emotions in the workplace remain a fundamental research topic in the field of organizational
behavior. The emotions experienced by employees offer important insights into the behavioral
patterns of individuals within organizations (Ashkanasy & Daus, 2002). Emotions serve as cognitive
and behavioral motivators or triggers directing individuals toward specific goals. For example,
individual-based emotions, such as envy, admiration, or contempt, can only be fully understood when
observed through behavior (Poggi & Germani, 2003). It has been proposed that emotions play a
significant role in many workplace dynamics and can explain various negative actions (Bauer &
Spector, 2015; Spector et al., 2006). Among these negative behaviors, counterproductive work
behavior (CPWB) acts as an employee's retaliatory response toward other employees or the
organization itself due to negative emotions stemming from a significant unfair or adverse event
(Barclay et al., 2005). One of the most critical precursors to such unproductive behavior is poor
management, specifically when leaders abuse their power and create a toxic work environment
(Bhattacharjee & Sarkar, 2023). Such abuse elicits strong negative reactions from employees, leading
to an increase in workplace deviance (Ugwu et al., 2023). According to equity theory and social
exchange principles, employees respond positively to fair treatment and negatively to mistreatment.
When employees perceive injustice, they often exhibit counterproductive behaviors, such as a
reduced work ethic and indifference, as a means to restore equity (Nauman et al., 2022).

While addressing workplace justice and leadership practices is crucial to mitigating these adverse
outcomes, previous research has frequently overlooked the mediating role of perceptual attitudes—
such as organizational indifference—in explaining exactly how toxic leadership translates into
counterproductive behavior. This research is designed to fill this gap. Drawing upon Social Exchange
Theory and the Job Demands-Resources (JD-R) model, this study posits that toxic leadership,
particularly within labor-intensive healthcare institutions, depletes employee resources and leads to
organizational indifference, which in turn triggers counterproductive work behavior.

The interaction between toxic leadership and counterproductive work behavior (CWB) critically
accelerates the deterioration of organizational health. This dynamic functions as a destructive
psychological tool that transforms organizational indifference from a state of passive inaction into
concrete workplace deviance (Hattab et al., 2022; Ozer & Develi, 2026; Wolor et al., 2022). Toxic
leaders are often insensitive to the feelings of others, ultimately harming their subordinates
(Kurtulmus, 2020). Such behaviors can lead to organizational deviance, retaliatory actions,
subordinate alienation, decreased job performance, and severe psychological and physical stress (Irk
& Biyik, 2024). Because toxic leaders openly belittle rather than trust their subordinates, their actions
inevitably increase negativity and pressure, fostering counterproductive work behaviors (Kayani &
Alasan, 2021). Inappropriate and toxic behaviors from leadership consistently provoke reckless
behavior among staff (MacLennan, 2017). Therefore, in stressful situations or when resources are
scarce, employees retaliate against their leaders by exhibiting CWB. Empirical evidence from various
developing healthcare systems, including public hospitals in Pakistan, Nigeria, and Ghana, strongly
supports a positive correlation between toxic leadership and unproductive work behaviors (Alam,
2025; Kayani & Alasan, 2021). These findings demonstrate that toxic behaviors destroy leader-
follower social interactions and act as an inevitable factor in decreased employee well-being and
increased absenteeism (Hattab et al., 2022; Vogel et al., 2017). Reactions against this negative attitude
represent a systemic response to perceived injustice. This suggests that reducing toxic leadership is a
strategic necessity to protect both organizational integrity and healthcare workers' performance.
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Based on the literature demonstrating that toxic leadership behaviors significantly impact workplace
deviance, the following hypothesis is formulated:

Hypothesis 1: Toxic leadership has an impact on counterproductive work behavior in the
healthcare sector.

Toxic leadership encompasses a variety of dimensions, including abusive behavior, narcissism,
authoritarianism, and self-aggrandizement. These dimensions reflect interpersonal ill will and
inherently breed organizational indifference (Dobbs & J, 2018). Sometimes, individuals in leadership
positions possess both the ability and the motivation to be actively destructive (Javed et al., 2019).
Leaders who exhibit such negative behaviors create profound workplace stress (Zhang & Liao, 2015)
and cause a steep decline in organizational commitment, which subsequently lowers individual and
group performance while reducing supportive peer behaviors (Haar et al., 2016). To cope with and
survive toxic leaders, employees utilize practical psychological strategies. Often, employees find
behavioral antidotes, such as deliberate indifference and emotional detachment, to be the most
effective coping mechanisms (Tavanti, 2011). When employees perceive that systemic problems
remain unresolved and repeatedly witness toxic practices, they develop unresponsive attitudes toward
the organization. Consequently, employees experiencing this perceived indifference lose all
motivation to achieve organizational goals. Preventing the spread of such indifference is a decisive
issue for organizational management (Darand Naroie & Nastiezaie, 2024). Transforming toxic leaders
is not merely an option for employee relief; it is an institutional responsibility (Kusy & Holloway,
2009). Toxic leadership consistently damages internal communication, erodes trust, and destroys
commitment. This damage materializes as increased turnover, hostile workplace rumors, widespread
indifference toward work tasks, and eventual organizational crisis (Cakarel et al., 2019). Considering
these destructive pathways, the direct impact of toxic leadership on organizational indifference
requires thorough investigation in vital sectors like healthcare, leading to the following hypothesis:

Hypothesis 2: Toxic leadership has an impact on organizational indifference in the healthcare
sector.

Counterproductive work behavior refers to deliberate organizational actions that negatively impact
employee performance or reduce overall effectiveness. These behaviors manifest either as direct harm
to the organization (e.g., damaging or stealing assets) or as passive violations of work standards (e.g.,
absenteeism, laziness). This withdrawal is closely linked to organizational indifference, which
emerges when workplace norms and values are disregarded, leading to the deterioration of employees'
psychological attachment. The primary outcome of this emotional detachment is a profound
disinterest in the organization's well-being. Following these negative psychological processes,
destructive actions such as poor performance, active sabotage, and resignation occur. Previous studies
highlight the critical link between negative employee attitudes (like diminished commitment or job
satisfaction) and counterproductive work behaviors (Baysal et al., 2020; Han & Bae, 2015; Nikkah-
Farkhani et al., 2017). More specifically, empirical research by Rahim et al. (2018) utilizing a sample
of 215 employees demonstrated that organizational indifference significantly increases
counterproductive work behaviors. Similarly, Rayan et al. (2018) showed that related attitudes, such
as organizational cynicism, positively trigger various counterproductive actions. In summary, when
employees develop indifferent attitudes, they are highly likely to translate that apathy into tangible
behaviors that harm the workplace. This sequence leads to the following hypothesis:
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Hypothesis 3: Organizational indifference has an impact on counterproductive work behavior in
the healthcare sector.

Organizational indifference refers to a state in which employees are entirely uninterested in their
work, the organization's processes, and the institution itself. This emotional withdrawal leads
employees to exhibit negative workplace behaviors and develop attitudes that actively hinder
organizational goals. Employees exhibiting organizational indifference experience disharmony with
colleagues, decreased cooperation, and lower job performance (Cavus & Develi, 2022). The
theoretical basis for understanding this mechanism lies in Social Exchange Theory (Cropanzano &
Mitchell, 2005) and the Job Demands-Resources (JD-R) Model (Bakker & Demerouti, 2007).
According to the JD-R Model, navigating a toxic leadership style acts as a severe job demand that
drains employees' psychological resources. In response to this excessive demand and the resulting
depletion of resources, employees develop organizational indifference as a coping mechanism.
Therefore, indifference serves as a critical mediator in this relationship. Employees constantly
exposed to a leader's critical, coercive, or manipulative behaviors experience a steady decrease in
commitment, ultimately leading to complete desensitization to their work (Sengiillendi et al., 2020).
This severe insensitivity translates into a lack of attention to work processes, which subsequently
manifests as negative and deviant behavior. In essence, organizational indifference acts as a mediator
because employees exposed to a toxic leader initially respond with emotional detachment; this
indifference then acts as the direct catalyst increasing their engagement in counterproductive work
behaviors. Toxic supervision—encompassing oppression, bullying, and unfair treatment—
fundamentally alters employee perceptions and profoundly shapes subsequent workplace retaliation
(Huh et al., 2025; Tenderis & Uzuncarsili, 2023). Based on this theoretical sequence, this research
investigates the mediating role of organizational indifference to understand the complex interaction
between toxic leadership and counterproductive work behavior, proposing the final hypothesis:

Hypothesis 4: Organizational indifference significantly mediates the relationship between toxic
leadership and counterproductive work behavior.

2. Method
2.1. Data and Sample

This research aims to examine the effect of toxic leadership on counterproductive work behaviors
and to investigate the mediating role of organizational indifference in this relationship. This empirical
study was conducted among healthcare professionals working in a private hospital in the Central
Black Sea Region of Tiirkiye. A total of 570 employees were targeted, and 492 responses were
collected. After excluding 24 incomplete or incorrectly filled questionnaires, 468 valid responses
were included in the final analysis. Data were gathered via both face-to-face and online survey forms
administered in Turkish. Convenience sampling was utilized, with participants selected across
various hospital units.

Following the recommendation by Hair et al. (2019), which suggests that a sample size of 5 to 10
times the number of scale items is sufficient, the target range for this study (comprising 63 items) was
315 to 630 participants. Thus, the final sample size of 468 was deemed highly adequate.
Demographically, 58.8% of the participants (n = 274) were female, 40.8% (n = 191) were between
26 and 34 years old, and 59% were married. Regarding their professional profile, 40.6% were nurses,
and 35.8% had a tenure of 0-5 years at the institution.
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2.2. Measurement Tools

The data collection instrument consists of three primary scales—Toxic Leadership, Organizational
Indifference, and Counterproductive Work Behavior—along with a demographic information form.
The demographic section includes six questions regarding gender, age, marital status, occupation,
tenure, and education level. The variables encompass a total of 63 items (30 for toxic leadership, 30
for counterproductive work behavior, and 3 for organizational indifference), bringing the complete
questionnaire to 69 items. All responses were recorded using a 6-point Likert scale ranging from 1
(Strongly disagree) to 6 (Strongly agree).

2.2.1. Toxic Leadership Scale

Developed by Celebi et al. (2015), this scale comprises 30 items. The scale features four sub-
dimensions: Lack of appreciation, Selfishness, Self-interest, and Negative mood. The internal
consistency coefficients (Cronbach's alpha) reported in the scale's original validation were high: 0.920
for lack of appreciation, 0.930 for selfishness, 0.940 for self-interest, 0.890 for negative mood, and
0.960 for the overall scale.

2.2.2. Counterproductive Work Behavior Scale

The original 33-item scale was developed by Spector et al. (2006) and adapted into Turkish by
Ocel (2010). Unlike the original conceptualization, Ocel's (2010) adaptation identified a four-
dimensional structure. The internal consistency coefficients for this scale were calculated as 0.780
for sabotage, 0.750 for withdrawal, 0.860 for stealing, 0.910 for abuse, and 0.940 for the overall scale.

2.2.3. Organizational Indifference Scale

Developed by Cavus and Develi (2022), this scale consists of a single dimension comprising three
items. The reported internal consistency coefficient (Cronbach's alpha) for this scale was 0.852.

2.3. Procedure

Formal permission to conduct this research was obtained from the Tokat Gaziosmanpasa
University Social and Human Sciences Research Ethics Committee (Decision No: 01-35, dated
16/04/2024).

Prior to hypothesis testing, data were screened to ensure statistical assumptions were met.
Skewness and kurtosis values fell within the acceptable range of £1.5 for all variables, confirming
normal distribution. The risk of multicollinearity was evaluated using Variance Inflation Factor (VIF)
and tolerance values; VIF values ranged between 1 and 2, and tolerance values exceeded 0.40,
indicating no severe multicollinearity. Furthermore, assessments of homogeneity and normality
revealed no significant outliers or deviations.

Following the confirmation of these preconditions, data were analyzed using IBM SPSS and
Hayes' PROCESS Macro. To test the study's structural hypotheses, specifically examining the
mediating role of organizational indifference in the relationship between toxic leadership and
counterproductive work behavior, PROCESS Macro Model 4 was utilized. The mediation analysis
relied on the bootstrapping method with 5000 resamples, establishing significance based on 95%
confidence intervals (Hayes & Rockwood, 2017).
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3. Findings

Data were analyzed using IBM SPSS, the PROCESS Macro, and IBM SPSS AMOS. Descriptive
statistics were generated in SPSS to examine demographic characteristics, while correlation analyses
were conducted to evaluate the initial relationships between variables. AMOS was utilized for
Confirmatory Factor Analysis (CFA) to establish structural validity, and the study's primary
hypotheses were tested using the PROCESS Macro. A p-value of less than 0.05 was considered the
threshold for statistical significance.

3.1. Confirmatory Factor Analysis

To verify the factor structures of the scales used in the study, Confirmatory Factor Analysis (CFA)
was conducted. During the evaluation of the measurement model, three items (items 1, 9, and 12)
from the Counterproductive Work Behavior scale were removed due to low standardized factor
loadings (below 0.50) to achieve a better model fit.

An overall CFA was then conducted to test the complete measurement model's fit to the data. The
goodness-of-fit indices demonstrated acceptable limits: x?/df = 1.89 (p < .001), CFI = .907, IFI =
907, TLI =.901, SRMR =.049, and RMSEA =.059. Furthermore, the standardized regression weights
for the items ranged between 0.53 and 0.93. These results fall well within the acceptable thresholds
established in the structural equation modeling literature (Hair et al., 2019; Hu & Bentler, 1999).

3.2. Reliability Analysis

Corrected item-total correlations and Cronbach's alpha coefficients were analyzed to determine
the internal consistency levels of the measurement tools. The findings are presented in Table 1.

Table 1
Reliability Analysis Results

Corrected item total correlation Cronbach's

Scales Number of items
range Alpha
1. Toxic leadership 28 534 -.931 .982
2. Counterproductive work behavior 30 .551-.912 951
3. Organizational indifference 3 .854 - .923 .894

The toxic leadership scale demonstrated high reliability in this study, with a total internal
consistency coefficient of o = 0.982. The total internal consistency coefficient for the
counterproductive work behavior scale was o = 0.951. Furthermore, the internal consistency
coefficient for the organizational indifference scale was calculated as « = 0.894.

In evaluating the corrected item-total correlations for internal consistency, coefficients of 0.30 and
above indicate an adequate relationship between the general structure of the scales and their
respective items (Field, 2009). Accordingly, the analysis revealed that all scales utilized in the study
were highly reliable, as their overall Cronbach's alpha () coefficients comfortably exceeded the
standard 0.70 threshold (Cronbach, 1951).

3.3. Correlation Analysis

The findings regarding the descriptive statistics and correlation analyses of the measurement tools
are presented in Table 2.
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Table 2
Correlation Analysis Results
Scales 1 2 3 Mean gtarjdqrd
eviation
1.Toxic leadership 1 1.92 0.084
2. Counterproductive work behavior .239** 1 1.34 0.028
3. Organizational indifference .522** .306** 1 1.66 0.057

**n< .01

The correlation analysis findings reveal a significant and positive relationship between toxic
leadership and counterproductive work behaviors (r = 0.239, p < 0.01), as well as a significant and
positive relationship between toxic leadership and organizational indifference (r = 0.522, p < 0.01).
Furthermore, a significant and positive relationship exists between counterproductive work behavior
and organizational indifference (r = 0.306, p < 0.01).

3.4. Bootstrap Regression Analysis

To test the study's hypotheses regarding the direct effects and the mediating role of organizational
indifference in the relationship between toxic leadership and counterproductive work behavior,
Hayes' PROCESS Macro (Model 4) was utilized. The mediation analysis relied on a bootstrapping
approach with 5000 resamples to obtain 95% confidence intervals (CI). The results of the mediation
model are presented in Table 3.

Table 3

Regression Analysis Results for Mediation

Paths B SE t p LLCI ULCI
Path a:

Toxic Leadership to Organizational Indifference 0.251 0032 7873 <001 0188 0314
Path b:

Organizational Indifference to Counterproductive Work Behavior
Path ¢' (Direct Effect):

Toxic Leadership to Counterproductive Work Behavior

Path a*b (Indirect Effect):

Toxic Leadership to Org. Indifference to CWB 0.051 0010 i i 0.032  0.073
Note. n = 468. Bootstrap sample size = 5000. CI = Confidence Interval. Model Summary for Mediator (Organizational

Indifference): R? = .117, F = 61.986, p < .001. Model Summary for Dependent Variable (Counterproductive Work
Behavior): R? = .234, F = 70.838, p < .001.

0.203 0.019 10.444 <.001 0.164 0.241

0.025 0.014 178 >.05 -0.003 0.053

According to the actual PROCESS macro results in Table 3, toxic leadership does not have a
statistically significant direct effect on counterproductive work behavior when the mediator is
included in the model (B = 0.025, 95% CI [-0.003, 0.053], p = .075). Because the confidence interval
for the direct effect contains zero and the p-value is greater than .05, it indicates that toxic leadership
does not directly drive counterproductive work behavior in this context. Therefore, Hypothesis 1 is
not supported.

Conversely, the results demonstrate that toxic leadership has a significant and positive effect on
organizational indifference (Path a: B = 0.251, 95% CI [0.188, 0.314], p < .001). This finding
indicates that as toxic leadership behaviors increase, employees' organizational indifference also
increases, thereby supporting Hypothesis 2.

Furthermore, the direct effect of organizational indifference on counterproductive work behavior
is significant and positive (Path b: B = 0.203, 95% CI [0.164, 0.241], p < .001). This confirms that
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higher levels of organizational indifference lead to increased counterproductive behaviors, fully
supporting Hypothesis 3.

Finally, the indirect effect of organizational indifference in the relationship between toxic
leadership and counterproductive work behavior was examined. The bootstrapping analysis
confirmed that the indirect effect is statistically significant (B = 0.051), as the 95% confidence interval
strictly does not contain zero ([0.032, 0.073]). According to Preacher and Kelley (2011), this indicates
a meaningful effect size. Consequently, organizational indifference serves as a significant mediator
in the relationship between toxic leadership and counterproductive work behavior, fully supporting
Hypothesis 4.

4. Discussion and Conclusion

In today's competitive healthcare industry, the leadership styles of managers are vital for hospitals
to operate effectively and remain sustainable. Managers' behaviors and practices have a direct impact
on their employees' productivity, mood, and performance levels. While positive support can
encourage employees to focus on their work, toxic leadership behaviors often lead to severe alienation
in the workplace. Ineffective management practices and demeaning communication styles weaken
organizational norms and pave the way for unethical behaviors (Bhandarker & Rai, 2019; Fahie,
2019). Therefore, this research aims to fill a critical gap in the literature by investigating how
organizational indifference mediates the relationship between toxic leadership and counterproductive
work behavior.

The findings of this study reveal that organizational indifference plays a critical mediating role in
translating toxic leadership into counterproductive workplace behaviors among healthcare
professionals. This dynamic requires immediate attention from organizational management.
Organizational indifference manifests through inattention, time-wasting, mental stagnation, a slow
work pace, and avoidance of responsibility, ultimately pushing the employee toward departure from
the organization (Danaeefard & Eslami, 2010). To combat this, managers must prioritize strategies
such as safeguarding organizational resources, encouraging teamwork, establishing warm and
friendly informal interactions, and modeling workplace honesty, all of which contribute to reducing
employee indifference. These findings align closely with the existing literature (Amozgar et al.,
2024). Since leadership is defined by attitudes and practices reflecting a manager's philosophy,
effective leaders can successfully prevent the growth of counterproductive work behaviors by
fostering a welcoming and participative work environment. Conversely, employees subjected to
aggressive and selfish attitudes, who are excluded from decision-making and constantly blamed, find
themselves in a breeding ground for an unethical work environment.

Interestingly, the findings revealed that toxic leadership does not have a direct, unmediated effect
on unproductive work behaviors. This result contradicts some previous studies (Gabriel, 2016; Hattab
et al., 2022; Kayani & Alasan, 2021) that suggested a significant direct effect. It has been observed
that these results are particularly supported by recent research. For example, Alam (2025) and Ahmed
and Zhang (2025) argue that healthcare workers do not always react to toxic environments with
immediate negative behaviors. Instead, they first develop a psychological barrier or a state of
emotional withdrawal (indifference). This suggests that the effect of toxic leadership may be fueled
not directly, but through psychologically triggered burnout. Instead, our results show that the
destructive power of a toxic leader is entirely channeled through the organizational indifference
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mechanism. The significant positive effect of toxic leadership on organizational indifference is also
supported by Abdelaliem and Zeid (2023), who found that toxic leadership causes organizational
silence and decreased performance in nurses. Similarly, Weberg and Fuller (2019) demonstrated that
toxic leadership reduces nurses' commitment and work productivity, while Afsar and Attaullah (2021)
showed that ostracizing attitudes increase unproductive behaviors in healthcare workers.
Furthermore, our study confirms that heightened organizational indifference directly triggers
counterproductive work behavior. This aligns with research indicating that organizational
indifference acts as a catalyst for workplace deviance (Keefe, 2003) and is often linked to
organizational silence. Ultimately, indifference leads to numerous negative outcomes, including work
avoidance, lack of organizational citizenship behavior, increased employee turnover, decreased
commitment, and lower productivity (Diktas & Yiicekaya, 2023). Based on these findings, it is
evident that leaders must recognize organizational indifference as the primary pathway leading to
counterproductive behaviors. Future research should increasingly focus on the intersection of toxic
leadership and organizational indifference to better design preventative interventions.

The primary objective of this study was to investigate the mediating role of organizational
indifference (i.e., a profound lack of interest in work) in the relationship between toxic leadership and
counterproductive work behavior within healthcare institutions in Tiirkiye. Our findings confirmed
that organizational indifference acts as the crucial bridge in this negative relationship, fully mediating
the destructive impact of toxic leadership on workplace deviance. Given the high-stress nature of the
healthcare sector, these results demand careful consideration by institutions whose internal dynamics
directly or indirectly impact human health. Healthcare workers, especially those in direct contact with
patients, perceive toxic leadership as a profound risk factor that triggers organizational silence, poor
performance, and a complete loss of organizational belonging (Abdelaliem & Zeid, 2023). Because
negative leadership behaviors lead to burnout and low satisfaction among healthcare professionals,
they can seriously jeopardize the quality and safety of patient care (Ahmed et al., 2024). As Labrague
et al. (2023) observed, such management styles drastically reduce work motivation. Therefore,
organizational leaders must adopt proactive and positive practices to strengthen their relationships
with staff. By demonstrating supportive attitudes and encouraging collaboration, leaders can foster a
strong sense of organizational belonging. Such constructive approaches will eradicate the emotional
detachment that leads to indifference and unproductive work behaviors. Prioritizing communication-
focused leadership and developing early warning systems for toxic managerial behaviors are crucial
steps for healthcare organizations. This study makes a significant contribution to the limited
healthcare literature examining the mechanistic sequence of toxic leadership, organizational
indifference, and counterproductive work behaviors. Future studies are recommended to replicate
these findings across different sectors and institutions to enhance their generalizability.

The study's findings offer implications for the fields of health management and organizational
behavior. First, theoretically, it demonstrates that toxic leadership does not always and directly lead
to counterproductive action; instead, it can create negative interactions within the context of Job
Demands-Resources (JD-R) Theory. This interaction shows that toxic leadership, as a job demand,
gradually depletes employees' psychological resources, and that employees may initially develop
‘organizational indifference' as a defense mechanism. Healthcare professionals, when exposed to
leader toxicity due to the scope of their work and professional commitment, tend to isolate themselves
from their work and the organization (indifference) as an emotional defense mechanism, rather than
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immediately reacting aggressively. This tendency, initially an internal state, proves to transform into
counterproductive behaviors and become visible only when the psychological bond is completely
broken.

From a practical perspective, hospital administrators need to be able to recognize that signs such
as indifference, loss of motivation, and 'silent resignation' in healthcare professionals are ‘early
warning signs' of a toxic work environment. Instead of focusing solely on punishing misbehavior,
management should adopt leadership styles that provide psychological support to employees.
Establishing transparent feedback mechanisms, creating psychological safety protocols, and
incorporating toxic behavior screenings into leadership evaluation processes are vital to halting this
silent, destructive process. The sustainability of healthcare organizations depends not only on the
physical presence of employees but also on their unwavering mental and emotional commitment, free
from negligence.
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