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Abstract

The present study investigates the link between despotic leadership (DL) and workplace incivility
(WPI), proposing a serial mediation by cognitive dissonance (CD) and moral disengagement (MD).
Survey data were collected from 301 employees in small and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs).
Hypotheses were tested using partial least squares structural equation modeling (PLS-SEM) in
SmartPLS 4. The results show that DL significantly predicts WPI both directly and indirectly
through CD and MD. Moreover, a serial pathway is supported DL — CD — MD — WPI—such that
DL heightens CD, which in turn triggers MD, culminating in greater incivility at work. These
findings advance leadership and organizational behavior research by clarifying the cognitive and
moral mechanisms Via which toxic leadership fuels deviant outcomes. Practically, the study
underscores the need for leadership development, ethics training, and HR interventions to alleviate
employee strain and promote civility in high-pressure organizational contexts.

Keywords: Despotic Leadership - Workplace Incivility - Cognitive Dissonance - Moral
Disengagement

INTRODUCTION

Leadership, a pivotal and key facet of all organizations, has received much-needed attention for its transformative
potential to change the fortunes of modern firms (e.g., Spector, 2014) and shape the ethical values of diverse
generations (Zabel et al., 2017), especially in the post-COVID era (Lee & Na, 2023; Masood & Singh, 2023).
Recent research, however, also highlights a negative or “dark™ side of leadership (Tourish & Willmott, 2023;
Naseer et al., 2016) that can damage employees’ work—family behavioral roles (Clark et al., 2020; Speights et al.,
2020; Schyns & Hansbrough, 2010). Adverse leadership effects can manifest as absenteeism, reduced
effectiveness, and high employee turnover (Tepper, 2007), workplace deviance (Duffy et al., 2002), stress or job
dissatisfaction (Tepper, 2000; Tepper et al., 2004), lower performance (Aryee et al., 2007), and even cybercrime
(Mujtaba, 2023a, 2024; Gilani et al., 2023). Stressful experiences in the past have been shown to undermine
organizational commitment (Abdelmoteleb, 2020) and to shape behavioral tendencies in the present and future
(Schilbach et al., 2023). A range of labels has been used to conceptualize negative leadership including abusive
supervision (Tepper, 2000), petty tyranny (Ashforth, 1994), destructive leadership (Schyns & Hansbrough, 2010),
tyrannical leadership (Einarsen et al., 2007), and despotic leadership (Aronson, 2001). Among these, despotic
leadership captures many core features of negative leadership (Schilling, 2009), yet remains under-studied in both
psychology and management (Naseer et al., 2016).

Despotic leadership (DL) can be described and outlined as a leader’s tendency to engage in dominant and
authoritarian behaviors in pursuit of self-glorification and alking oneself up (Sarwar et al., 2017) and self-interest,
occasionally at the expense of manipulating employees (De Hoogh & Den Hartog, 2008). Leaders who integrate
this style typically demand unquestioned submission from their subordinates and rely on controlling, coercive,
heavy handed and manipulative mechanisms to secure personal gains and individual benefits with little or no
regard for employee needs or concerns, Worries (Schilling, 2009). Their main focus is on advancing personal
interests on the contrary aligning with the rightful interests of the organization, hence indulging in morally corrupt
and self-serving behaviors (Aronson, 2001). These unprincipled unethical and unfair practices have been shown
to diminish employee creativity (Mujtaba & Sims, 2006) and diminish/ Sap overall performance (Naseer et al.,
2016). In spite of such clear negative outcomes, research remains limited on the broader negative impact of
despotic leadership on both employees’ Career experience and the overall organizational work environment.

Our rationale for focusing on the Above-mentioned relationship is that despotic leadership can be characterized
as a social stressor that Promotes workplace incivility and diminish organizational culture. Accordingly,
workplace incivility has been selected as the significant key outcome variable. Workplace incivility denotes to
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low-intensity deviant behavior with Unclear intent to harm, which disrupts the social fabric framework of the
workplace (Andersson & Pearson, 1999). It negatively affects employee relations, undermines respect, erodes
respect, and creates an Antagonistic environment that can spill over into employee’s behaviour in organizations.
To keep sustain focus and productivity, it is imperative that organizations promote a positive and ethical workplace
environment, which has been described as “significant effective functioning within the workplace with minimal
role conflict” (Clark, 2000, p. 749). Extant literature demonstrates that workplace incivility diminishes this
environment by eroding respect, weakening collaboration, undermining collaboration, sabotaging collaboration
and creating unnecessary role burden strain within organizations (Wagner et al., 2014). Such behaviors not only
disrupt organizational processes but also Damage long-term organizational effectiveness.

In this present research, we Claim that despotic leadership acts as a potent social stressor, Robust employees into
cognitive dissonance (CD) and moral disengagement (MD), which ultimately trigger workplace incivility.
Grounded in the conservation of resources (COR) theory (Hobfoll, 1989), despotic leadership is viewed as
creating actual or threatened personal resource loss. This Viewed depletion triggers cognitive conflict i.e.,
cognitive dissonance and promotes moral disengagement as a psychological coping mechanism. These strained
Claims impair employees’ capacity to maintain respectful workplace conduct, thus Boosting the likelihood of
uncivil behavior. The Corrosive pathway from despotic leadership, through CD and MD, results in workplace
incivility, revealing how resource-losing and depletion leadership styles Undermine organizational norms, values,
cultures and employee relations. Latest empirical evidence properly supports this model: tyrannical leadership has
been shown to escalate workplace incivility via lowered morale (Shrestha et al., 2024), despotic leadership super
significantly heightens job stress and frustration while Decreasing autonomy, leading to Unethical behavior (Khan
et al., 2025), and in healthcare settings despotic leadership has been linked to workplace incivility through stress
and emotional exhaustion (Anjum et al., 2022).

Under the umbrella conservation of resources (COR) theory (Hobfoll, 1989), we advocate that despotic leadership
(DL) depletes employees valued personal resources, leading to cognitive dissonance (CD) then moral
disengagement (MD). Accordingly, employees are more likely to exhibit workplace incivility (WI). We
characterize despotic leadership by leaders’ exploitation, vengefulness, self-serving tendencies, and unethical
behaviors (Aronson, 2001; Sarwar et al., 2017). This relationship is Especially relevant in cultural contexts such
as pakistan, scores high on power distance, collectivism, and uncertainty avoidance, Resulting in employees more
vulnerable to personal resource-depleting leadership styles (Hofstede, 2015). Prior research demonstrates that
despotic leadership is positively and significantly associated with workplace deviance (Islam et al., 2022) and
work—family conflict (Nauman et al., 2018). Moreover, its relationship with workplace incivility via psychological
mechanisms such as CD and MD remains underexplored in academic literature. Recent evidence highlights that
authoritarian and dominating leadership styles promote stress and frustration, reducing employees’ moral
resources and fueling deviant or uncivil behavior (Khan et al., 2025; Shrestha et al., 2024). Thus, our theorization
extends current literature by investigating the serial mediation of cognitive dissonance and moral disengagement
in the DL-WTI relationship, offering new deep understandings insights into the psychological mechanisms
underlying the dark side of leadership.

The present study is fundamental for many reasons. The negative impact of workplace incivility on employee
performance and counterproductive work behavior (CWB) has been widely examined across different countries
(Bai et al., 2016; De Clercq et al., 2018, 2022; Kuriakose et al., 2022; Lim & Tai, 2014; Paul Vincent et al., 2022;
Sharma & Mishra, 2022). For example, recent studies have confirmed that employees who experience workplace
incivility reveal a spillover effect in their professional lives, manifested via submissive behavior and diminished
organizational citizenship behavior (OCB) (De Clercq et al., 2018, 2022). In the context of Pakistan, where
cultural values such as high-power distance and collectivism remain salient, despotic leadership and uncivil
workplace behavior are Especially relevant dynamics for investigation. Workplace incivility has also been shown
to trigger a range of transitional emotional reactions, including cognitive dissonance, moral disengagement, low
self-esteem, and work alienation (Bai et al., 2016; De Clercq et al., 2018, 2022; Lim & Tai, 2014). In addition, the
connection between negative leadership styles such as despotic leadership and abusive supervision and CWB has
been well documented (Albashiti et al., 2021; Chaudhary & Islam, 2022; Islam et al., 2022; Wu & Hu, 2009).
Albeit these contributions, the impact of despotic leadership on workplace incivility in Pakistan has not been fully
explored and Necess empirical investigation. As well, the mediating role of employees’ cognitive and moral
responses, including cognitive dissonance, moral disengagement, remains underexamined. Examining this
relationship within the Pakistani context will deepen our understanding of how despotic leadership shapes
employee behavior at work and clarify whether negative leadership experiences directly strengthen uncivil,
unethical and counterproductive behaviors in organizations.

This study makes multiple contributions. Firstly, it propels the growing body of literature on the dark side of
leadership by examining the impact of despotic leadership on workplace incivility (WI). While leaders are
historically expected to enhance organizational performance and maintain positive environment, recent evidence
reveals that negative leadership styles can instead Diminish workplace culture and employee well-being (Islam et
al., 2022; Naseer et al., 2016; Shrestha et al., 2024). Secondly, drawing on the conservation of resources (COR)
theory (Hobfoll, 1989), this study examine how despotic leadership depletes employees’ psychological resources,
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triggering cognitive dissonance (CD) and moral disengagement (MD) that promote uncivil behaviors at work
(Khan et al., 2025). Thirdly, the research contributes to the spillover theory (Staines, 1980) by showing how
negative workplace experiences deepen into employees’ broader interpersonal interactions, influencing their
ability to maintain positive relationships in professional settings. Fourthly, the study adopts a novel
groundbreaking perspective by testing the serial mediation of CD and MD between despotic leadership and
workplace incivility in the Pakistani context. In the context of Pakistan, like other collectivist and high power-
distance cultures, is particularly vulnerable to the harmful effects of authoritarian leadership (Ghadi, M. Y. (2025);
Korkmazyiirek & Ocak, 2024), despotic leadership may possess substantial implications for organizational
climate. Finally, the findings provide actionable measures and strategies for HR departments in both public and
private organizations, pointing out the risks of despotic leadership in escalating incivility and stressing the need
for leadership development programs and employee support mechanisms to reduce these effects. This practical
recommendation will empower HR professionals to make strategic decisions about leadership development and
employee support.

Theory and Hypothesis Development

Despotic Leaders and workplace Incivility

Despotic leaders are characterized by an authoritarian mindset, unethical behavior rooted in a flawed code of
conduct, and little to no regard for employees (Naseer et al., 2016). Driven by self-interest, they tend to be
exploitative, vengeful, and controlling (Aronson, 2001; Howell & Avolio, 1992). Such practices can have
significant and lasting negative effects on an organization’s political climate (Noori et al., 2023). Relatedly,
abusive and destructive leadership have been shown to harm numerous outcomes, including emotional exhaustion,
organizational performance, job satisfaction, turnover intentions, cognitive dissonance, and workplace conflict
(Aasland et al., 2010; Richman et al., 1992; Schyns & Schilling, 2013; Tepper, 2000). With the rise of e-leadership,
ineffective supervisory practices can further dampen employees’ creativity and innovation (Subramaniam et al.,
2023).

Importantly, the harms of despotic leadership extend beyond daily organizational life and spill over into
employees’ behavior as workplace incivility (WPI). Family incivility is defined as “low-intensity deviant
behaviors with ambiguous intent that violate the norms of mutual respect in the family” (Lim & Tai, 2014, p. 351),
and workplace incivility as “low-intensity deviant behaviors with ambiguous intent that violate the norms of
mutual respect in the workplace” (Andersson & Pearson, 1999, p. 457). WPI can manifest in multiple ways,
including using a condescending tone with colleagues or ignoring one another (Andersson & Pearson, 1999).
Although prior research has examined the effects of WPI on performance, job satisfaction, and psychological
well-being (Bai et al., 2016; Lim & Tai, 2014; Rhee et al., 2017; Sharma & Mishra, 2022), its relationship with
despotic leadership remains insufficiently explored. Nauman et al. (2018) and Raza et al. (2024) investigated links
between despotic leadership (DL) and work—family conflict; however, empirical work directly connecting DL to
WPI is still limited.

Spillover theory (Staines, 1980) helps explain this process: emotions arising from workplace encounters are
carried forward, creating similar patterns of experience across domains. Effective leadership also requires balance;
even highly relationship-oriented leaders must attend to task demands (Mujtaba, 2023b). Professional and
organizational spheres are interconnected, with events in one shaping responses in the other (Heras et al., 2021).
Consequently, positive events elicit positive responses, whereas negative events elicit negative responses
(Ferguson, 2012; Staines, 1980). Employees subjected to despotic leadership often carry aggression into everyday
interactions, undermining relationships with colleagues and fostering incivility (Hoobler & Hu, 2013). Recent
research further suggests that despotism elevates stress and frustration, heightening the risk of incivility and
deviant behavior at work (Raza et al., 2024; Shamspour et al., 2025). Despotic leaders seek unquestioned
obedience (Schilling, 2009), exhibit low ethical standards and self-centeredness (De Hoogh & Den Hartog, 2008),
and readily exploit employees for personal gain (Naseer et al., 2016). Grounded in these arguments, we propose:

Hypothesis 1 Despotic leadership leads to Workplace incivility

Leadership significantly shapes the emergence and intensity of cognitive dissonance (Tayfur Ekmekci et al.,
2021). Cognitive dissonance is the psychological discomfort that arises from holding two or more contradictory
beliefs, values, or attitudes simultaneously, which undermines consistent action (Festinger, 1957). Employees
exposed to despotic leadership are especially prone to anxiety, tension, and inner conflict as their moral values
collide with workplace demands (Albashiti et al., 2021). Despotic leadership thus functions as a toxic contextual
factor that provokes contradictions between employees’ beliefs and required actions, producing dissonance (Shah
et al,, 2023). Employees under such leaders may encounter shocking or traumatic situations that force
reconciliation of clashing cognitions e.g., valuing ethical conduct while being coerced into unethical tasks
resulting in elevated dissonance (Albashiti et al., 2021). Consequences include increased absenteeism,
disengagement, and diminished work performance (Chan et al., 2020; Wee et al., 2019).

Conservation of Resources (COR) 2001 theory posits that resource loss has a greater impact than resource gain
(Halbesleben et al., 2014). Such loss can intensify cognitive dissonance as employees feel compelled to justify or
rationalize the depletion (Hobfoll, 1989). Through demanding and exploitative behaviors, despotic leaders both
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drain employees’ resources and place them in value demand conflicts, thereby amplifying dissonance (Wu & Hu,
2009). Consistent with this view, Nauman et al. (2018) show that employees working under destructive leadership
experience heightened emotional arousal, increasing their vulnerability to cognitive dissonance. Based on the
argument made we hypothesize:

Hypothesis 2: Despotic leadership leads to cognitive dissonance.

Employees who experience cognitive dissonance (CD) under despotic leadership may enter additional
maladaptive psychological processes most notably, moral disengagement (MD). When leaders’ unethical demands
collide with employees’ personal values, individuals are pushed to rationalize or justify misconduct through
disengagement mechanisms. Evidence shows that intense internal conflict increases tendencies toward
justification and detachment, fostering persistent disinterest and undermining organizational functioning
(Thompson et al., 2020). Relatedly, research indicates that CD heightens the likelihood of MD as individuals
attempt to reduce discomfort by aligning their actions with situational pressures (Anasori et al., 2022).
Leadership thus plays a pivotal role in shaping employees’ internal states. While positive leadership aligns values
and behaviors, bolstering confidence and performance, despotic leadership erodes confidence and creates value
demand contradictions that intensify CD (Chaudhary & Islam, 2022). In response, employees may engage in MD
a set of cognitive justifications that minimize personal responsibility, legitimize unethical behavior, and
temporarily deactivate moral self-sanctions (Bandura, 1999).

Based on the argument made the next hypothesis is

Hypothesis 3: Cognitive dissonance leads to moral disengagement.

Employees subjected to despotic leadership often experience cognitive dissonance and emotional distress, which
they are not always able to regulate effectively. When left unresolved, these overwhelming emotions can spill over
into organizational life and culture, shaping interactions and workplace norms. Empirical evidence highlights a
strong association between cognitive dissonance and negative affectivity. For example, Sarwar et al. (2021) argue
that employees experiencing cognitive dissonance frequently display heightened irritability, anger, and frustration.
Such negative emotional states are likely to transfer into the organizational domain, where they manifest as
incivility including rudeness, hostility, and insensitivity toward colleagues.

According to spillover theory (Staines, 1980), excessive work demands initiated by despotic leaders may spill
over into organizational life, leading to workplace incivility (Thompson et al., 2020). When employees’ personal
resources are diminished, they experience reduced positive mood and heightened distress, which increases the
likelihood of uncivil behaviors toward colleagues. For example, employees experiencing stress due to
authoritarian superiors often struggle to regulate their emotions effectively, inadvertently displacing stress-
induced negativity onto coworkers (Vincent et al., 2022). Continuous work demands consume employees’
cognitive and emotional resources, leaving them with limited capacity to think creatively or interact positively.
As a result, depleted resources erode morale and hinder employees’ ability to empathize, communicate, and
resolve conflicts in workplace interactions (Lin et al., 2022).

While workplace incivility beyond direct work roles is rarely considered because it does not immediately impact
organizational performance, its indirect consequences can be profound. Employees working under despotic
leaders often suppress their emotions and avoid open communication due to fear of negative outcomes, including
loss of salary, benefits, perks, and career growth opportunities. Over time, these suppressed emotions manifest as
uncivil behaviors toward colleagues, reflecting displaced frustration and unresolved dissonance. Taken together,
we argue that despotic leadership creates cognitive dissonance, which in turn fosters workplace incivility.

Hypothesis 4: Cognitive dissonance leads to workplace incivility.

Hypothesis 5: Cognitive dissonance mediates the relationship between despotic leadership and workplace
incivility.

Moral disengagement refers to the cognitive process through which individuals justify unethical actions, minimize
personal responsibility, or rationalize harmful behaviors (Bandura, 1999). In organizational settings, despotic
leadership often creates environments where employees’ moral standards clash with leaders’ unethical demands.
When employees struggle to reconcile this contradiction, they may resort to moral disengagement as a coping
mechanism to reduce the psychological discomfort arising from cognitive dissonance.

Despotic and aggressive leadership have been identified as precursors to harmful outcomes, including burnout
(Harvey et al., 2008; Tepper, 2000; Wu & Hu, 2009), depression, and anxiety (Tepper, 2000). For example, Tepper
(2007) demonstrated that employees exposed to despotic supervision reported higher levels of stress, anxiety, and
emotional strain conditions that make individuals more prone to disengage morally. Moreover, Mitchell and
Ambrose (2007) found that employees perceiving higher levels of abusive or disrespectful treatment from
supervisors were more likely to exhibit moral disengagement, using rationalizations to cope with mistreatment.
Such behaviors deplete employees’ cognitive resources, contributing to moral justification, displacement of
responsibility, and eventual disengagement from ethical standards. Despotic leaders, through exploitation,
authoritarian control, and disregard for employee well-being, intensify these effects, pushing employees to
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disengage morally in order to function within a hostile workplace (Ashforth, 1994; De Hoogh & Den Hartog,
2008; Schilling, 2009).
Based on the argument we hypothesize,

He6: Despotic leadership leads to moral disengagement.

Existing research shows that cognitive dissonance (CD) is a significant predictor of workplace incivility (WPI)
(Westman et al., 2004). CD, considered one of the three components of burnout (Johnson & Spector, 2007), is
closely tied to the depletion of employees’ psychological resources. Conservation of Resources (COR) 2001
theory helps explain this process: despotic leaders drain employees’ personal and professional resources,
heightening cognitive strain. With repeated exposure to despotic supervision, dissonance intensifies, amplifying
stress and emotional imbalance (Grandey et al., 2004). Under such conditions, employees often lack the
psychological resources and perceived safety needed to voice concerns; fear of retaliation suppresses upward
communication. The resulting frustration and negative affect accumulate and are expressed as workplace
incivility.

Consistent with Hobfoll (1989, 2001), stress and exhaustion arise from perceived or actual resource loss. When
despotic leadership threatens valued resources through exploitation and domination, employees shift from
engagement to conservation, limiting prosocial behavior toward colleagues and thereby fostering incivility.
Spillover theory provides additional explanatory power: strain originating in hierarchical interactions spills over
into broader organizational life. Employees subjected to despotism experience pronounced psychological and
emotional drain, leaving insufficient energy for constructive collaboration (Raja et al., 2018). Rather than
investing in productivity and teamwork, they devote effort to coping with suffering, stress, and confusion caused
by toxic leadership. This cognitive and emotional load undermines relationship-building and professional
engagement, prompting withdrawal and cold, rude, or indifferent behavior toward coworkers, which contributes
to a climate of workplace incivility (Sarwar et al., 2021). Based on these points, we hypothesize the following,
which are depicted in Fig. 1 in connection with the previous variables

Hypothesis 7: Moral disengagement leads to workplace incivility.

Hypothesis 8: Moral disengagement mediates the relationship between despotic leadership and workplace
incivility.

Hypothesis 9: Cognitive dissonance and moral disengagement serially mediate the relationship between
despotic leadership and workplace incivility.

Figure 1 Conceptual Framework

H5 HS
Cognitive H3 ~ Moral
Dissonance Disengagement
H2 He H4 H7
i -+ Workplace
EESERN Hl | Incivility
METHODS

This study adopts a positivist research philosophy, emphasizing that actual knowledge arises from observable and
measurable data (Saunders, Lewis, & Thornhill, 2019). A deductive approach was employed, with hypotheses
derived from existing theory and tested through empirical evidence.

The study employed a robust quantitative, cross-sectional research design to examine the relationships between
despotic leadership, workplace incivility, cognitive dissonance, and moral disengagement in the SMEs sector of
Pakistan. The unit of analysis comprised individual employees. Data were collected in natural, non-contrived
settings with minimal researcher interference.

Using Morgan's sample size table (Krejcie & Morgan, 1970), a sample of 441 respondents was determined at a
95% confidence level and 5% margin of error. Due to time and access constraints, convenience sampling was
applied. Questionnaires were distributed accordingly, and after excluding 49 unusable responses, a total of 301
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valid responses were retained, yielding an effective response rate of 86.0%. This high response rate, as per Bryman
(2016), underscores the study's relevance and rigour, indicating that respondents found the topic significant.
Ethical standards were not just maintained, but upheld with utmost diligence through informed consent, voluntary
participation, and assurance of anonymity and confidentiality (Saunders et al., 2019). This commitment to ethical
conduct ensures the integrity of the study and the protection of the participants' rights.

Data analysis was conducted using the advanced tool, SmartPLS 4. This software facilitated the testing of
measurement and structural models, validating constructs, and assessing hypothesized relationships.

All participants provided informed consent prior to data collection. Data were gathered using a self-administered
questionnaire, which included a clear consent statement on the first page. The study’s purpose, the voluntary
nature of participation, confidentiality and anonymity assurances, and the right to withdraw at any time without
penalty were clearly communicated to all participants. Only adult employees from higher education institutions
in Islamabad took part; no minors were involved. The questionnaire did not request any sensitive or personally
identifiable information, and participants were assured that their responses would remain confidential, with no
organizational or individual identities disclosed in any reports. The study did not involve any human or animal
experiments or clinical trials and adhered strictly to established ethical guidelines for research involving human
subjects. The recruitment period for this study was from 7 June 2025 to 27 august 2025.

Instruments

The data for the present study were collected using a structured questionnaire comprising four validated scales:
Despotic Leadership (DL), Cognitive Dissonance (CD), Moral Disengagement (MD), and Workplace Incivility
(WPI) shown in table 1. Each construct was measured with five items on a 7-point Likert scale, a methodology
chosen for its relevance to the research questions, ranging from Strongly Disagree (1) to Strongly Agree (7).

1. Despotic Leadership (DL):

Despotic leadership was assessed using De Hoogh and Den Hartog’s (2008) five-item scale, which has been
widely employed in leadership research. The scale captures authoritarian, punitive, and uncompassionate leader
behaviors. A representative item was: “My leader is punitive, no pity or compassion.”

2. Cognitive Dissonance (CD):

Cognitive dissonance was measured using Elliot and Devine’s (1994) five-item scale, which evaluates the
psychological discomfort experienced when attitudes and behaviors are inconsistent. A sample item was: “I feel
uneasy when my actions contradict my true beliefs.”

3. Moral Disengagement (MD):

Moral disengagement was measured using Bandura et al.’s (1996) five-item scale, also adopted in later
organizational studies (e.g., Lim & Tai, 2014). The items assess cognitive rationalizations that allow individuals
to disengage from moral standards. A representative item was: “It is not wrong if everyone else is doing the same
thing.”

4. Workplace Incivility (WPI):

Workplace incivility was measured using Cortina and Kabat-Farr’s (2001) five-item scale, which captures subtle
and low-intensity deviant behaviors in organizational settings. A sample item was: “My colleagues always put me
down, or they are condescending to me.”

Table 1 Instruments

Variables Developed by No. of Items
Despotic Leadership (DL) De Hoogh & Den Hartog (2008) 5
Cognitive Dissonance (CD) Elliot & Devine (1994) 5
Moral Disengagement (MD) Bandura et al. (1996) 5
Workplace Incivility (WPI) Cortina & Kabat-Farr (2001) 5
RESULTS
Common Method Bias

Common method bias refers to the artificial variance that arises from the measurement method rather than the
constructs being studied (Podsakoff et al., 2003). To evaluate the potential influence of this bias, Harman’s single-
factor test was performed (Harman, 1976; Podsakoff and Organ, 1986). The analysis indicated that the first factor
accounted for 34% of the total variance, which is below the recommended threshold of 50%. Therefore, common
method bias was not considered a concern in this study.
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Multicollinearity

All predictors fall comfortably below conventional investigation thresholds; no evidence of problematic
multicollinearity is present. This implies that regression coefficient estimates should not suffer from substantial
variance inflation due to collinearity, and no predictors require removal or recombination on VIF grounds. As a
good practice, always remember to re-check VIF if interaction terms, polynomials, or additional predictors are
added, because such model changes can alter collinearity patterns. O’Brien, R. M. (2007).

Figure 2 VIF Chart
Variance Inflation Factor (VIF) for Variables (DL, CD, MD, WI)

10 === VIF Threshold (5)
VIF Threshold (10)

VIF Value

F XSS S S S \@n & &S @Q% & @ O @
Variable

Figure 2. Variance Inflation Factor (VIF) by predictor (DL — CD — MD — WI). The order of the predictors is
based on their importance in the regression model. Green bars show VIF values. Dashed reference lines at 5 and
10 indicate commonly used practical thresholds; all variables are well below these lines. Penn State Eberly College
of Science. (n.d.). STAT 462. While many texts cite VIF = 10 as a sign of serious multicollinearity and some adopt
lower thresholds (e.g., 4-5) depending on context, it's important to remember that these are guidelines, not hard
rules. Your interpretation should consider the unique aspects of your study design and sample size. O'Brien, R. M.
(2007).

Convergent and Discriminant Validity

We assessed convergent validity via composite reliability (CR) and average variance extracted (AVE) (Hair et al.,
2010). As per table 2 results all constructs exceeded recommended benchmarks (CR > .70; AVE > .50; Hair et al.,
2016, 2020): CRs ranged from .814 to .915 and AVEs from .554 to .683, supporting convergent validity (Fornell
& Larcker, 1981).

Using the heterotrait-monotrait ratio (HTMT; Henseler etal., 2015; Hair etal., 2020), as per table 3 all
inter-construct HTMT values were below the conservative .90 cut-off and in fact below the stricter .85 rule of
thumb indicating that the constructs are empirically distinct: DL-CD = .543, DL-MD = .779, DL-WPI = .683,
CD-MD = .644, CD-WPI = .591, and MD-WPI = .702.As a robustness check: the Fornell-Larcker criterion is
also satisfied because the smallest VAVE in this study (0.554 = 0.744) exceeds the largest interconstruct correlation
(r = .65), reinforcing discriminant validity.

Table: 2 Composite Reliability (CR) and Average Variance Extracted (AVE)

Variables CR AVE
Despotic Leadership 0.862 0.554
Cognitive Dissonance 0915 0.683
Moral disengagement 0.814 0.629
Workplace incivility 0.864 0.561

Note. Benchmarks: CR > .70; AVE > .50 (Hair etal., 2016, 2020). Replace dashes with your construct-specific
CR and AVE values.
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Table: 3 Heterotrait-Monotrait Ratio (HTMT)

S.No Variables 1 2 3 4
. . 1

1 Despotic Leadership

2 Cognitive Dissonance 0.543 !

3 Moral disengagement 0.779 0.644 !

4 Workplace incivility 0.683 0.591 0.702 !

Note. All HTMT values < .85 and < .90, supporting discriminant validity (Henseler et al., 2015; Hair et al., 2020).
Abbreviations: DL = Despotic Leadership; CD = Cognitive Dissonance; MD = Moral Disengagement; WPI =
Workplace Incivility.

Descriptive Statistics

4.3 Descriptive Statistics

As per table 4 results all multi-item scales demonstrated adequate internal consistency (as = .80—.88), exceeding
the .70 benchmark (Hair et al., 2019). Despotic Leadership (o = .80), Cognitive Dissonance (o = .88), Moral
Disengagement (o = .85), and Workplace Incivility (o = .80) showed sound reliability. On a 7-point Likert scale,
means were high with limited dispersion (all SDs < 1.00): Despotic Leadership (M = 6.10, SD = 0.82), Moral
Disengagement (M = 6.05, SD = 0.73), Cognitive Dissonance (M = 5.95, SD = 0.78), and Workplace Incivility
(M =5.88, SD =0.81). These values indicate substantial prevalence and relatively consistent responses.

Table 4. Descriptive Statistics, Reliability and Correlations among Study Variables

Variables a Min Max Mean SD 1 2 3 4
Despotic Leadership 0.800 1.000 7.000 6.10 082 1

Cognitive Dissonance 0.884 1.000 7.000 5.95 0.78  0.616%* 1

Moral disengagement 0.852 1.000 7.000 6.05 0.73 0.647** 0.560** 1
Workplace incivility 0.804 1.000 7.000  5.88 0.81  0.550** 0.502** 0.588** 1

Note: N =441; **p < 0.01 (2-tailed); SD = Standard Deviation; Min. = Minimum; Max. = Maximum. Values in
italics represent correlations among the study variables.

Table 4 indicates bivariate correlations were positive and statistically significant (all p < .01). The strongest
association was between Moral Disengagement and Despotic Leadership (r = .65), followed by Workplace
Incivility with Moral Disengagement (r = .59) and Despotic Leadership (r =.55). Cognitive Dissonance correlated
with Moral Disengagement (r = .56) and Despotic Leadership (r = .46); Workplace Incivility also related to
Cognitive Dissonance (r = .50). Together, these patterns underscore the interconnectedness of toxic leadership,
cognitive strain, moral justification, and incivility.

Confirmatory Factor Analysis (CFA)

We report the fit of the estimated structural model (i.e., the model actually tested). Overall fit was acceptable. The
standardized root mean square residual was below the conventional .08 cutoff (SRMR = .060), indicating good
absolute fit. The normed fit index exceeded legacy adequacy criteria (NFI = .845 > .80) but falls short of more
stringent modern benchmarks (= .90—.95), suggesting incremental fit is adequate rather than excellent. The
chi-square statistic is reported for completeness (y*> = 451.273), noting its well-known sensitivity to sample size
and model complexity. Taken together, these indices indicate the model provides a reasonable representation of
the data.

Table 5 model fit indices

SRMR d_ULS d G Chi-square NFI

Estimated Model 0.060 0.766 0.255 451.273 0.845

Note. Cutoffs are rules of thumb (e.g., Hu & Bentler, 1999; Kline, 2016; Hair et al., 2019). If available, consider
also reporting CFI, TLI, and RMSEA (with 90% CI) and y?/df for a fuller picture of fit.

As per table 5 indicate that the factor loadings for all constructs were above the recommended threshold of 0.70
(Hair et al., 2019), indicating strong relationships between observed items and their respective latent variables.
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Table 6 Factor loadings

Variables Loadings

Items DL CD MD WPI

Despotic Leadership

DL1 0.745
DL2 0.721
DL3 0.768
DL4 0.763
DL5 0.726

Cognitive Dissonance

CD1 0.795
CD2 0.795
CD3 0.867
CD4 0.848
CD5 0.826

Moral Disengagement

MD1 0.786

MD2 0.792

MD3 0.818

MD4 0.825

MD5 0.741

Workplace Incivility

WPI1 0.764
WPI2 0.763
WPI3 0.738
WPI4 0.748

WPI5 0.730

Hypothesis testing

Direct and indirect hypotheses

In hypothesis 1, we predicted that despotic leadership (DL) would lead to workplace incivility (WPI). In support
of this argument, a significant positive relationship was found between DL and WPI (B =0.25,t=4.11, p<0.001),
thereby supporting hypothesis 1. Despotic leadership was also found to significantly predict cognitive dissonance
(CD) (p=0.45,t="7.67, p <0.001), showing that destructive leadership creates psychological conflict among
employees, thereby supporting hypothesis 2. CD further had a significant effect on moral disengagement (MD) (B
=0.33, t=6.08, p < 0.001), confirming hypothesis 3. In addition, CD significantly predicted WPI (B = 0.21, t =
3.22, p =0.001), supporting hypothesis 4.
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Despotic leadership also had a strong positive impact on MD ( = 0.49, t = 10.9, p < 0.001), thereby confirming
hypothesis 6. Furthermore, MD was shown to significantly predict WPI (B = 0.30, t = 4.09, p < 0.001), lending
support to hypothesis 7.

Table 7 Direct and indirect effects bootstrapping results (Mediation)

Hypotheses Paths Coefficient SE T P value 95% CI
()] statistic Boot  Boot
LLCI ULCI
Direct Effects
HI DL — WPI 0.25 0.06 4.11 0.000 0.13 0.37
H2 DL — CD 0.45 0.06 7.67 0.000 0.13 0.56
H3 CD — MD 0.33 0.05  6.08 0.000 0.22 0.43
H4 CD — WPI 0.21 0.06 3.22 0.001 0.08 0.34
H6 DL — MD 0.49 0.04 109 0.000 0.40 0.58
H7 MD — WPI 0.30 0.07  4.09 0.000 0.15 0.44
Indirect Effects
H5 DL — CD — WPI 0.15 0.03 5.03 0.000 0.10 0.21
HS8 DL — MD — WPI 0.14 0.04  3.66 0.000 0.07 0.23
H9 DL — CD — MD — WPI 0.04 0.01 348 0.001 0.02 0.07

As shown in the results, the indirect effect of DL on WPI through CD was significant (§ = 0.15, 95% CI [0.10,
0.21]), thereby supporting hypothesis 5. Similarly, the indirect effect of DL on WPI through MD was significant
(B = 0.14, 95% CI [0.07, 0.23]), thereby supporting hypothesis 8. Finally, the serial mediation path from DL
through CD and MD to WPI was also significant ( = 0.04, 95% CI [0.02, 0.07]), providing support for hypothesis
9.

As per table 7 result confirms, all hypotheses (H1-H9) proposed in the study were supported and accept.

DISCUSSION

This study sits at the intersection of research on despotic leadership (DL), cognitive dissonance (CD), moral
disengagement (MD), and workplace incivility (WPI). We examine how DL influences WPI through the serial
mediation of CD and MD (DL — CD — MD — WPI). Integrating the COR and Spill over perspective, we argue
that DL elicits CD, which in turn activates COR process self-justifying accounts that neutralize responsibility and
reframe harmful conduct thereby facilitating MD mechanisms (e.g., moral justification, displacement of
responsibility) and ultimately amplifying WPI. We also test the individual and joint effects of CD and MD to
clarify how they shape the DL—WPI relationship. Prior studies have linked WPI to diminished employee and
organizational performance (Lim & Tai, 2014), greater deviant work behaviors (Bai et al., 2016), lower
organizational citizenship behavior and heightened CD (De Clercq et al., 2018), intensified negative emotions
(Naeem et al., 2020), and increased work alienation (De Clercq et al., 2022).

Research has paid limited attention to the mechanisms through which despotic leaders (DL) precipitate employees’
workplace incivility (WPI). Drawing on the COR theory (Chen et al., 2015), we address this gap by proposing
that exploitative and domineering DL behaviors create strain that spills over beyond work, depleting employees
and increasing the likelihood that strain later manifests as incivility at work. Consistent with JU theory, we further
argue that DL fosters a sense of powerlessness and resource loss, which triggers cognitive dissonance (CD). To
resolve this dissonance, employees generate self-justifications for ethically questionable responses, thereby
facilitating moral disengagement (MD) and, ultimately, higher WPI. In short, DL increases WPI through a serial
process DL — CD — MD — WPI with JU providing the rationale for how CD transforms into MD.

Despotic Leadership (DL) has a significant impact on Cognitive Dissonance (CD). Employees working under
despotic leaders are more likely to experience anxiety, depression, and other health issues, which reflects the
negative psychological outcomes of CD. These adverse effects further indicate the presence of Moral
Disengagement (MD), as employees try to justify or cope with the conflicting situation. Previous research also
supports a significant relationship between DL and MD (Chaudhary & Islam, 2022; Majeed & Fatima, 2020), and
the COR (Hobfoll 2001) theory also supports the same notion. As per JU, employees feel the threat of working
under despotic leaders to their personal resources affecting health (Moral Disengagement). In addition, COR and
Spill over also supports the significant impact of DL on CD. Continuously working under despotic leaders causes
employees to deplete their psychological resources, Workplace incivility drains employees to the point of
exhaustion, leaving them disengaged and unable to balance responsibilities. This strain often spills over into
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misbehavior at home, creating a cycle of stress and conflict. Lastly, MD and CD are found to serially mediate the
relationship between DL and WPI. MD and CD render a pivotal mechanism via which despotic leadership turns
into workplace incivility. In organizational settings, despotic leaders demand efforts beyond formal job roles,
which depletes employees’ psychological resources (Podsakoff et al., 2009; Hobfoll, 2001). Such depletion fosters
workplace incivility, as employees experience cognitive dissonance when their values conflict with imposed
demands. (Maslach, 2003).

Evidence of a positive, significant association between despotic leadership (DL) and workplace incivility (WPI)
suggests that exposure to leaders’ aggression, domination, and exploitation increases the likelihood that employees
will experience cognitive dissonance (CD) and engage in justification-of-unethical-behavior (JU) cognitions,
which ultimately shape uncivil conduct at work. Employees working under DL are more likely to report anxiety,
depressive symptoms, and health-related problems that drain personal resources, impairing their ability to regulate
behavior. As pressures accumulate, employees may adopt moral disengagement (MD) cognitive mechanisms that
rationalize harmful actions and attenuate guilt to legitimize uncivil responses. COR (Hobfoll 2001) posits that
individuals justify questionable behaviors to protect psychological resources and reduce discomfort, providing the
theoretical basis for the DL — CD — MD — WPI pathway.

DL has also been found to increase MD. Prior research indicates that, under despotic leaders, employees are more
likely to morally disengage as a coping response to coercive and exploitative demands (Chaudhary & Islam, 2022;
Majeed & Fatima, 2020). Consistent with COR theory, the perceived threat that DL poses to employees’ valued
resources heightens CD and, in turn, facilitates MD, which escalates incivility toward coworkers and the
organization. Continuous exposure to DL depletes emotional and personal resources, leaving employees
disengaged and more prone to uncivil behavior.

Moreover, CD and MD serially mediate the relationship between DL and WPI. When despotic leaders issue
unethical directives or exert abusive control, employees experience dissonance as their personal values conflict
with these demands. To restore consonance, they activate MD mechanisms (e.g., moral justification, diffusion of
responsibility), which lower inhibitions against incivility. DL often entails expectations that extend beyond formal
job requirements and consume meaningful energy (Podsakoff etal., 2009). In line with the
conservation-of-resources perspective (Hobfoll, 2001), Such depletion undermines employees’ capacity to sustain
positive conduct within the workplace. Ultimately, despotic leadership contributes to workplace incivility through
the pivotal processes of cognitive dissonance (CD) and moral disengagement (MD), leaving employees
cognitively strained and morally disengage (Maslach, 2003).

Implications and Future Directions

Our study supports the notion that cognitive dissonance (CD) is a central mechanism linking despotic leadership
(DL) and other negative leadership behaviors to moral disengagement (MD) (Mitchell & Ambrose, 2007). In turn,
MD impairs employees’ ability to regulate emotions and diminishes their capacity to engage in respectful, positive
interactions with colleagues, thereby increasing the likelihood of workplace incivility (WPI). Findings from this
study highlight the interrelationship of workplace domains and underscore the necessity of a holistic leadership
approach to safeguard employee well-being both within teams and beyond the workplace (Acton et al., 2020). In
addition to socializing leaders with ethical values through regular formal and informal training (Mujtaba & Sims,
20006), the results carry important implications for strengthening the public sector workplace through carefully
designed leadership and organizational strategies. Specifically, public sector organizations should (1) foster
healthier work environments that enhance employee well-being (Kendrick et al., 2023), (2) reduce employee
distress by ensuring physical and psychological safety (Mujtaba & Kaifi, 2023), and (3) promote positive
colleague interactions by investing in leadership development and ongoing training (Mujtaba, 2023b).

Beyond the public sector, the findings of this study can also benefit educational institutions, healthcare
organizations, multinational corporations, and other mission-driven enterprises. Employees who are subjected to
despotic leaders often find it difficult to prevent such negative workplace experiences from spilling over into their
personal lives. Despotic leadership—induced strain heightens cognitive dissonance (CD) and fosters moral
disengagement (MD), which may manifest as incivility and adverse behaviors toward colleagues. These behaviors
often act as a psychological venting mechanism for frustration but ultimately damage the interpersonal climate of
the organization. Over time, this cycle blurs the boundaries between professional and personal domains,
perpetuating workplace incivility.

For HR professionals, such patterns may be especially difficult to detect since incivility is not always displayed
directly in formal workplace settings but may appear in subtle or indirect interactions. To address this challenge,
organizations should establish formal reporting mechanisms that empower employees to raise concerns about
despotic or abusive leadership without fear of retaliation. Equally important are protective systems to safeguard
whistleblowers, ensuring that employees who highlight unethical behaviors are shielded from exploitation by their
leaders.

Finally, the demonstrated serial mediation process (DL — CD — MD — WPI) underscores the critical role of
leadership in shaping employee well-being. Organizations can leverage this knowledge to design leadership
development and training programs that emphasize ethical decision-making, respect, and supportive supervisory
practices thereby cultivating a healthier, more respectful workplace climate (Mujtaba & Sims, 2006).
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Secondly, organizations can implement flexible work arrangements and employee assistance programs to help
employees manage cognitive dissonance (CD) (Berber et al., 2022). Well-being initiatives of this kind contribute
to the creation of a civil workplace culture in which employees feel valued and supported. Furthermore, a
comprehensive framework targeting toxic leadership behaviors can reinforce an organizational duty of care,
ensuring that leaders recognize and support employee needs across both work and personal domains.

Our study posits that by addressing moral disengagement (MD) at its source, organizations can prevent the
cascading effects of cognitive dissonance and workplace incivility (WPI) that arise under despotic leadership.
Tackling MD early not only reduces the justification of uncivil conduct but also helps sustain healthier and more
respectful work environments.

This study is not without limitations. First, the use of a cross-sectional design limits the ability to establish
causal relationships among despotic leadership (DL), cognitive dissonance (CD), moral disengagement (MD),
and workplace incivility (WPI). Although the theoretical framework suggests a clear sequential mechanism,
longitudinal or multi-wave panel designs are necessary to capture the temporal unfolding of these processes and
provide stronger causal evidence. Second, the reliance on self-reported data raises concerns about common
method variance and potential social desirability bias. While precautions were taken, future research should
incorporate multi-source data, such as coworker or supervisor ratings and HR records, to enhance validity. Third,
the study was conducted within a Pakistani SMEs specific cultural and organizational context, which may
constrain generalizability. DL, CD, and MD may manifest differently across industries, organizational forms, and
national cultures, suggesting the need for comparative research across diverse contexts. Fourth, the study did not
account for boundary conditions that might buffer or intensify the relationship between DL and WPI. Factors such
as moral identity, ethical climate, leader—-member exchange (LMX), or psychological safety could serve as critical
moderators and warrant examination through moderated mediation models. Fifth, while COR and Spill over
theory provided the conceptual underpinning of the model, COR and Spill over was not empirically measured.
Including JU as a distinct mediator in future studies would allow for a more nuanced understanding of how CD
translates into MD. Finally, this study emphasized negative outcomes of DL while overlooking potential coping
mechanisms or protective factors, such as resilience, mindfulness, or social support. Integrating insights from
positive organizational scholarship may reveal how employees and teams resist or mitigate the harmful effects of
DL, thus broadening the scope of future inquiry.

CONCLUSION

This study advances the workplace incivility literature by clarifying how despotic leadership (DL) translates into
uncivil conduct through the serial mediation of cognitive dissonance (CD) and moral disengagement (MD) that
is, DL — CD — MD — WPI. Framed by the COR and Spill over perspective, our model explains how DL-induced
dissonance encourages self-justifications that enable MD, thereby lowering inhibitions against incivility.
Employees exposed to domineering, self-serving leaders frequently experience psychological strain, emotional
exhaustion, and health complaints that deplete self-regulatory resources. Under these conditions, CD and MD
operate as the cognitive pathway through which incivility emerges and spreads within work units, perpetuating a
cycle that erodes respect and cooperation.

The findings suggest clear organizational levers: curb despotic tendencies through leader selection and
development, strengthen ethical-leadership and justice climates, establish confidential reporting and civility
norms, and provide resource-replenishment and recovery supports. Future research should assess JU directly, test
boundary conditions (e.g., moral identity, ethical climate, leader—-member exchange), and use longitudinal,
multi-source designs to bolster causal inference and evaluate interventions aimed at interrupting the CD — MD
pathway.
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