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ABSTRACT

The objective of the study was to examine the relationship between passive leadership 
and its outcomes in public sector organizations, with mediating role of workplace 
incivility. Data was collected from 245 government sector employees of Pakistan. 
SPSS was used to analyze data. Mediation analysis was carried out as per Preacher 
and Hayes (2008) bootstrapping method. Results indicate that both burnout and 
interpersonal conflict are not the direct outcomes of passive leadership; however, 
work place incivility is fully mediating the relationship between passive leadership 
and its outcomes that includes burnout and interpersonal conflict.
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Introduction 

The extant literature on leadership mainly focuses on 
its positive affects while the negative type of leadership 
has generally been ignored by researchers (Goldman, 
2006). Positive aspect of leadership like transformational 
leadership (Krishnan & Arora, 2008; Gooty, Gavin, 
Johnson, Frazier & Snow, 2009) transactional leadership 
(Jung & Avolio, 2000) authentic leadership (Avolio & 
Gardner, 2005) and charismatic leadership (Shamir, 
House & Arthur, 1993) have extensively been studied. 
The negativity associated with leadership needs further 
clarification.

Passive leadership is considered a type of leadership 
which comprises of management by exception and 
laissez faire leadership (Bass & Avolio, 2004). This is 
considered as a destructive type of leadership, causing 
more stress for employees (Chenevert, Vandenberghe, 
Doucet, & Ayed, 2013), burnout (Hetland, Sandal, & 
Johnsen, 2007), interpersonal conflict (Doucet, Poitras, 
& Chenevert, 2009), bullying, abuse, deviant behavior, 
counterproductive behavior, corruption, undermining, 
and theft (Einarsen, Aasland, & Skogstad, 2007).

Passive leadership can result in various negative 
organizational outcomes; however, the mechanism through 
which these outcomes are related is generally missing in 
literature. This study proposes the mediating mechanism 
of workplace incivility for the above mentioned outcomes 
to be related to passive leadership.  Work place incivility 
include actions such as using undignified language, making 
disguised threats, gossiping, ignoring the request of co-
worker, sending naming emails or otherwise signifying 
disrespect for others in the workplace (Andersson & 

Pearson, 1999). 
Social exchange theory (Gouldner, 1960; Homans, 

1958; Thibault & Kelley, 1959) has supported to explain 
this mediating mechanism. Social exchange in the 
organization exists in the form of psychological contract. 
The perceived expectations on part of the employees 
include a supportive and caring behavior by the leader 
(Eisenberger, Huntington, Hutchison, & Sowa, 1986). 
When leader is passive, we believe it constitutes breach of 
psychological contract and as per social exchange theory, 
employees engage in workplace incivility which, in turn, 
results in burnout and interpersonal conflict.

Apart from above literature gap, one finds that there 
are very few empirical studies of leadership in public 
sector organizations (Wart, 2003). Organizations across 
the public sector are facing enormous challenges due 
to their ineffective leadership (Alimo & Alban, 2004). 
Leadership in public sector organizations is considerably 
different in requisites of market forces and exposure to 
legislation, legislatures, and civil service rules (Hooijberg 
& Choi, 2001). Furthermore, public organizations 
show less tolerance for mistakes of leaders, foibles, and 
structural challenges, their skepticism and uncertainty 
have grown (Yankelovich, 1991).

As competition among organizations has intensified 
in the new global economy, even among public sector 
organizations, the range of skills necessary for leaders has 
grown (Bass, 1985). Therefore, leadership is critical to 
organizational outcomes in the public sector (Moynihan & 
Ingraham, 2004). However, we find almost no study about 
negative type of leadership in public sector organizations. 
This omission is serious as public sector organizations, 
especially in underdeveloped countries, are criticized for 



negative behaviors of leaders.
Another omission in extant literature seems to be the 

limited focus of the studies in public sector organizations 
of developing countries. This study not only addresses the 
issue of passive leadership in the less researched context, 
but is probably among a very few studies of its kind which 
is focusing public sector organizations of Pakistan. There 
are around many public sector employees in Pakistan. 
So, our study has addressed the issue of public sector 
employees of this region. 

Review OF Literature

Passive Leadership and Burnout

“Burnout is a metaphor that is commonly used 
to describe a state of mental weariness” (Schaufeli 
& Bakker, 2004). It occurs in response to the chronic 
emotional strain in individuals who deal extensively with 
other human beings, especially when these individuals 
are having problems of their own (Maslach & Jackson, 
1981). Maslach, Schaufeli, and Leiter (2001) described 
burnout as a syndrome that consist of three elements; 
namely, emotional exhaustion, depersonalization 
and professional accomplishment having harmful 
and damaging effects on both the employee and its 
organization.

Previous research suggests some of the antecedents 
of burnout, like intrinsic motivation, role ambiguity, role 
conflict (Low, Cravens, Grant & Moncrief, 2001), job-
focused emotional labor, employee focused emotional 
labor (Brotheridge & Grandey, 2002), low self-esteem, 
feelings of inadequacy, obsessive worry, passivity, 
social anxiety, and withdrawal from others (McCranie & 
Brandsma, 1988). One other factor is the behavior of the 
leader, which is a key determinant of burnout that has 
progressively gotten attention from the scientific society 
(Bass, 1991; Gilbreath & Benson, 2004). In particular, 
there exists considerable research which suggests that 
passive leadership is positively associated with burnout 
(Kanste, Miettunen, & Kyngas, 2007; Lee & Ashforth, 
1996; Schaufeli & Enzmann, 1998; Sosik & Godshalk, 
2000; Gill, Flaschner & Shachar, 2006; Malloy & 
Penprase, 2010; Corrigan, Diwan, Campion, & Rashid, 
2002). 

Passive leaders represent a non-transactional kind of 
leadership style in which necessary  decisions are not 
made, actions are delayed, leadership responsibilities 
are ignored, and authority is unused; a leader displaying 
this form of non-leadership is perceived as not caring 
at all about others’ issues (Hamidifar, 2010). Passive 
or avoidance leadership suggests a disconnected and 
detached style of leadership; those adopting this style 
are prone to display the symptoms of burnout (Eid, 

Johnsen, Bartone, & Nissestad, 2008). The innate 
aspect of passive leadership is unsuccessful in clarifying 
expectations (Avolio & Bass, 1995); thus, it is rational 
to hypothesize that:

Hypothesis 1.  Passive leadership is positively 
related to burnout.

Mediating role of Workplace Incivility between 
Passive Leadership and Burnout

Incivility involves rudeness, impoliteness and 
disregard for others, breach of norm for respect and esteem 
in interpersonal relationships (Brown & Levinson, 1987; 
Morris, 1996).  Examples of incivility in the workplace 
entails responding the call with a "yeah", avoiding to say 
thanks or please, use of voice responses to screen calls, 
leave a half mug of tea behind to avoid having to brew 
the next pot, to stand over the chair of fellow beings that 
are engaged in a telephone talk, dropping trash on the 
ground or floor and leave it for the maintenance person 
to clean up, and talking loudly on the phone about 
personal matters (Martin, 1996), sarcasm, disparaging 
and pained tones and remarks, aggressive stares, and the 
“silent treatment.” (Andersson & Pearson, 1999).

Some of the precursors of workplace incivility in 
existing research includes affective states, workplace 
adaptation (Reio & Ghosh, 2009), influence (power of 
job/boss), lack of assertiveness, personality, and response 
to anger (Bartlett, Bartlett & Reio, 2008). Organizations 
must identify the underlying antecedents that lead 
to a rise in incivility in order to reduce its occurrence 
(Roberts, Scherer & Bowyer, 2011). Leadership style 
exhibited by managers represents an important factor 
that may impact workplace incivility. In the absence of a 
proactive leader, workplaces may become too informal 
and lack clear norms to help shape appropriate behavior 
(Andersson & Pearson, 1999). For this reason, incivility, 
especially, will likely to occur in workplaces with passive 
managers (Harold & Holtz, 2014). 

The harmful effects of workplace incivility have 
been extensively tested by practitioners (e.g., Moyer, 
2008; Yeung & Griffin, 2008). A number of studies 
recognized that incivility is related to harmful individual 
outcomes that encompass job dissatisfaction, career, 
mental and physical health issues, lack of organizational 
commitment, job withdrawal, absenteeism, low morale, 
and stress (Thomas & Lankau, 2009). Cortina, Magley, 
Williams, and Langhout (2001) found that uncivil 
behaviors on daily basis and routine hassles induce stress 
that spoils an individual’s well-being over time. Uncivil 
behavior effects on individual’s mood and psychological 
well-being (Pearson, Andersson & Wegner, 2001). 
Miller, Reesor, McCarrey, and Leikin (1995) found 
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that workplace violence or incivility affects self-
perception of a person, potentially resulting in feelings 
of powerlessness and burnout.

Based on above arguments, we hypothesize that:

Hypothesis 2. Workplace incivility mediates the 
relationship between passive leadership and 
burnout.

Passive Leadership and Interpersonal Conflict

Conflict is inherent and inbuilt in all social life. It 
occurs when an individual or a group feels negatively 
affected by another individual or group (Wall & Callister 
1995). Conflict has been identified as intrapersonal or 
interpersonal. Rahim, Garrett, and Buntzman (1992) 
characterized interpersonal conflict as “incompatibilities, 
disagreements, or differences between two or more 
persons”. Interestingly, it is noted that interpersonal 
conflict is related to many commonly cited issues in 
organizations (Friedman, Tidd, Currall, & Tsai, 2000; 
Berki & Hartwick, 2001; Oetzel & Ting-Toomey, 2003; 
Ting-Toomey & Takai, 2006).   

Prior studies have identified some of the sources of 
interpersonal conflict that includes a demanding boss, 
inconsistency between word and deed, and in-group 
favoritism (Leung, 2008). Generally, “conflict arises by 
escalating spirals of manipulation, threat and coercion, 
avoidance spirals, retaliation, inflexibility and rigidity, 
a competitive pattern of dominance and subordination, 
and demeaning and degrading verbal and nonverbal 
communication” (Greeff & de Bruyne, 2000, p. 322). One 
of the main sources of interpersonal conflict are leaders 
who “refuse to take sides in a dispute, are disorganized 
in dealing with priorities, and talk about getting down 
to work, but never really do” (Bass, 2008, p. 143), and 
leaders who avoid conflict by suppressing discussions 
and dissenting opinions are not valued; this avoiding 
behavior will facilitate conflict culture (Gelfand, Leslie, 
Keller & Dreu, 2012).

 A lack of adequate leadership create frustration and 
stress within the workgroup, which may also result in 
interpersonal stress and rising conflict levels (Einarsen, 
1999). Kelloway Sivanathan, Francis and Barling, 
(2005) stated that destructive leadership behaviors 
are sources of workplace stress, which may lead to 
destructive in-group behaviors, such as isolating and 
excluding coworkers. . When the superior has give up 
his responsibilities, result would be the higher level of 
conflicts between coworkers and other employees (Bass 
& Stogdill, 1990). 

Hence, the notion that destructive leadership may be 
a precursor of interpersonal conflicts among coworkers 
seems reasonable. 

From the above literature one can say that

Hypothesis 3. Passive leadership is positively 
related to interpersonal conflict

Mediating role of Workplace Incivility between 
Passive Leadership and Interpersonal Conflict

Incivility is a serious and prevalent workplace 
problem (Pearson et al., 2001; Pearson & Porath, 2004, 
2005). It includes answering the telephone in an impolite 
manner, talking negatively about another employee, and 
sending a rude e-mail to a coworker, showing negative 
gestures, etc. (Blau & Andersson, 2005; Martin & Hine, 
2005).

In the recent years most of the researchers have 
focused on consequences of incivility (Cortina et 
al., 2001; Estes & Wang, 2008; Lim & Teo, 2009; 
Pearson, Andersson, & Porath, 2000). Andersson and 
Pearson (1999) argued that incivility rise or spirals as 
coworkers reciprocate uncivil behavior from fellows 
by responding with more intense forms of incivility 
like aggression. The initiative for such spirals is the 
violation and disobedience of a social norm of civility 
or respect, in which an employee perceives himself to 
be interpersonally mistreated by another employee. 
Therefore, low intensity aggression in the workplace 
can lead to an upward spiral, resulting in increased 
aggression and more purposeful efforts to harm one 
another (Pearson & Porath, 2005). Interpersonal conflict 
is an organizational stressor involving incompatibility 
between employees (Spector & Jex, 1998). Thus, 
we suggest that workplace incivility can lead toward 
interpersonal conflict.

Above literature indicates that 

Hypothesis 4. Workplace incivility mediates the 
relationship between passive leadership and 
interpersonal conflict.

Framework
FIGURE 1

Research Methodology

For this study, the primary data was obtained from public 
sector employees in Pakistan. A total of 400 questionnaires 
were distributed to different departments of Government 
sector. The employees were given an orientation of the 

Akhtar 402016



study, and were told that it was for scientific research 
purpose only; thus, ensured them of their anonymity 
and confidentiality.  A 5-point Likert scale anchored by 
“strongly disagree” (1) to “strongly agree” (5) was used 
in cases of passive leadership, burnout and interpersonal 
conflict, while in the case of workplace incivility, a 5-point 
likert scale anchored by “Almost never” (1) to “Almost 
always”(5) was  used. The questionnaires were personally 
given to the management, and they are requested to get 
these filled by their employees. The respondents were 
given adequate time to reply and responses were collected 
back at their convenient time. All participants had three 
weeks to fill these questionnaires and give them back. The 
questionnaires received were 284 (response rate = 71.2%), 
but of those questionnaires, some were not usable. After 
omitting those questionnaires, we were left with 245 valid 
questionnaires, making the response rate as 61.25%. 

Measures

Eight items for passive leadership (employee reported) 
was used from the passive management-by-exception 
and laissez-faire subscales of the Multi-factor Leadership 
Questionnaire (MLQ) (Bass & Avolio, 1997). It was used 
to measure the extent to which employees considered their 
leaders to exhibit passive behavior in the organizations. 
Sample items include: your leader, “Takes no action”, 
“Avoids deciding”, Delays responding”. The internal 
consistency scale for this sample was 0.836. This reliability is 
consistent with earlier studies in which they reported it as .80 
to.90 range for this scale (e.g., Avolio, Bass, & Jung, 1999; 
Druskat, 1994; Frooman, Mendelson, & Murphy, 2012).

Moreover, a seven items scale of workplace incivility 
was adapted from a scale developed by Cortina et al. (2001). 
It measures the frequency of the coworkers and their 
colleagues to get involved in the uncivil behavior. Some 
of the examples from this scale includes: your coworkers 
“Addressed you in unprofessional terms, either publicly 
or privately,” “Put you down or was condescending to 
you in some way” and “Ignored or excluded you from 
professional camaraderie.” Initially coefficient alpha of 
this sample was 0.590, then after removing two items, 
internal reliability consistency became 0.705, which is 
consistent with previous estimates in the range of .70 
to.95 (e.g., Chen, Ferris, Kwan, Yan, Zhou, & Hong, 
2013; Cortina et al., 2001; Ferguson, 2012).

Furthermore, burnout was adapted from a measure 
developed by Demerouti, Mostert, and Bakker (2010). It 
was used to measure the level of exhaustion that employees 
tolerate at their workplace. Examples include “During my 
work, I often feel emotionally drained”, “There are the days 
when I feel tired before I arrive at work”. This instrument 
included eight items; four of them were reverse based. 
Coefficient alpha of this sample was .923. 

Additionally, five items from interpersonal conflict 
were adopted from Doucet et al. (2008), and were used to 
measure the conflict level of employees. Items included 
statements like “There are often differences in opinion 
regarding what should be done”, “There are many 
conflicts relating to work ideas”. The internal consistency 
reliability estimate was .803.

Results 

Correlation Analysis

According to the table below (Table 1), the relationship 
between passive leadership and workplace incivility is 
significant (r = .239**. * p < .05), passive leadership and 
burnout is negatively correlated and insignificant (r = 
-.032), passive leadership and interpersonal conflict is also 
not significant (r = .038, p < 0.01), workplace incivility 
and interpersonal conflict is negatively correlated and 
significant, burnout and interpersonal conflict are 
positively and significantly correlated, and burnout and 
workplace incivility are significantly correlated. 

Table 1
Mean, Standard Deviation and Correlation

 Variable Mean S.d. 1 2 3 4

1 Passive
leadership            

2.9597      .428 1

2 Workplace
incivility

2.6196      .711   .239** 1

3 Burnout 3.0628      .627   -.032 0.00 1

4 Interpersonal 
conflict

3.3069      .629       .038 -.123* .273** 1

*p <0.05, **p < 0.01

Table 2
Result of Regression Analysis

DV
Burnout

DV
Interpersonal conflict      

Predictors β R2 ∆ R2 β R2 ∆ R2

Passive 
leadership
Step 1
Control 
Variable

.021 .021

Step 2
Passive 
leadership

-.050       .022        .001                     .062       .023       .002

*p <.10; **p <.05; ***p <.01

Regression Analysis

According to Table 2, the direct relationship of 
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passive leadership with burnout (β =-.050, p = 0.248) 
and interpersonal conflict (β =-.062, p = 0.553) is not 
significant; thus, rejecting hypothesis 1 and 3.

Mediation Analysis

After running regression tests, we used a simple process 
model: Model 4 (Hayes, 2013) specifying passive leadership 
as a predictor, workplace incivility as a mediator, and burnout 
and interpersonal conflict as outcome variables. Gender, 
tenure and qualification were entered as control variables. 
A bootstrapping method was used. Bootstrap method shows 
confidence intervals for estimating mediation analysis. 
Upper and lower limits of confidence interval constitutes a 
range that indicates an indirect effect if it does not overlap 
with zero. The 95% confidence interval shows that the result 
will hold true 95% of the time.

Mediation analysis in case of Burnout

According to the table below (Table 3), the total 
effect of passive leadership and burnout is insignificant, 
while passive leadership is positively and significantly 
associated with workplace incivility. Similarly, workplace 
incivility is positively associated with burnout. Further, 
the direct affect of passive leadership on burnout in 
the presence of workplace incivility is insignificant. 
Bootstrapped estimates (calculated across 5000 samples) 
suggests that passive leadership has a significant indirect 
effect on burnout (95% CI [-0.1869, -0.0553]) through 
workplace incivility.

Mediation Analysis in case of Interpersonal Conflict

According to the table below (Table 4), passive 
leadership is positively and significantly associated with 
workplace incivility. Similarly, workplace incivility 

is positively associated with interpersonal conflict. 
Moreover, the direct effect of passive leadership on 
interpersonal conflict in the presence of workplace 
incivility is insignificant. Total effect of passive leadership 
and interpersonal conflict is insignificant. Bootstrapped 
estimates (calculated across 5000 samples) suggests 
that passive leadership has a significant indirect effect 
on interpersonal conflict (95% CI [-0.2, -0.1]) through 
workplace incivility.

Discussion
 
The main objective of the current study was to find 

out the role of passive leadership in determining the 
interpersonal conflict and burnout. Interestingly, the 
direct impact of passive leadership on burnout was not 
established in results. This is not consistent with previous 
studies that show the association between destructive 
leadership and burnout (Malloy & Penprase, 2010; 
Corrigan et al. 2002). Similarly, passive leadership has 
no direct impact on interpersonal conflict as well, that are 
also inconsistent with prior studies (e.g., Einarsen, 1999). 
However, passive leadership affects these outcomes if 
workplace incivility plays a mediating role.

The apparent reason due to which passive leadership 
does not affect burnout and interpersonal conflict in 
public sector organizations can be explained in terms of 
life cycle theory which implies that when employees are 
unable and unwilling to do or to take responsibility for 
their job or task (Hersey & Blanchard, 1969), then they 
are not concerned about what type of leadership behavior 
leaders are exhibiting, whether passive or active. As it is 
evident from the literature that public sector employees 
are considered to be ineffective, unable and unwilling 
(Kamoche , 1997), therefore, they don’t care much about 
passive style of leader, and hence are not affected directly 
in terms of burnout and conflict with coworkers.
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Table 3
Mediation Analysis in case of Burnout as outcome

Effect of IV
On M

Effect of M
on DV

Direct Effect of
IV on DV in

Total effect of
IV on DV

Bootstrap results for
indirect effect

Presence of M LL 95 CI UL 95 CI
.4122 -.2696 .0616 .0 -0.1869 -0.0553

IV = Passive leadership, DV = Burnout, M = workplace incivility, *p = <0.1, **p =<0.05, ***= < 0.01

Table 4
Mediation Analysis in case of Interpersonal Conflict as outcome

Effect of IV
On M

Effect of M
on DV

Direct Effect of
IV on DV in

Total effect of
IV on DV

Bootstrap results for
indirect effect

Presence of M LL 95 CI UL 95 CI
.4 -.1 .1 .0 -.2 -.1

IV = Passive leadership, DV = Interpersonal conflict, M = workplace incivility, *p = <0.1, **p =<0.05, ***= < 0.01



 Moreover, when passive leaders avoid taking 
responsibilities and avoid resolving the disputes and 
incompetent in dealing with priorities (Bass, 2008), 
keeping themselves away from conflicts and trying to 
suppress discussions and good opinions are not valued 
(Gelfand et al., 2012), then followers who themselves 
are not mature enough as per life cycle theory (Hersey & 
Blanchard, 1969), they take little negative effects of these 
behaviors. We can rather argue that employees in public 
sector organizations of Pakistan are more comfortable 
in working with passive leaders than transformational 
or any other type of positive leadership attributes. Thus, 
whenever in public sector organizations the leadership 
is passive, employees, contrary to findings in literature, 
won’t be emotionally exhausted and will take no effect or 
involve in interpersonal conflict.

The other interesting finding of the study is that 
workplace incivility mediates the relationship. Since 
passive leaders lack control, are irresponsible, do not 
use authority, display unconcerned behavior, and are not 
caring at all about their employees’ issues (Hamidifar, 
2010); it give employees more room to exhibit workplace 
incivility. This can include answering the telephone in 
an impolite manner, talking negatively about another 
employee, and sending a rude e-mail to a coworker (Blau & 
Andersson, 2005; Martin & Hine, 2005), rude comments, 
thoughtless acts, or negative gestures (Keashly & Jagatic, 
2003; Neuman & Baron, 1997). So, in the presence of 
uncivil behavior on routine basis, it will generate stress, 
exhaustion and burnout within their coworkers (Cortina 
et. a1, 2001). 

Hickson et al., (2004) found that infrequent and 
irregular decision-making processes are more characterized 
in public organizations. Public sector therefore shows 
signs of the avoiding, uneven and political decision-
making (Richard, 1982). Ultimately, employees will 
behave in the same passive manner, and avoid doing task, 
and engage themselves in uncivil behavior like gossiping 
and disrespecting others in the workplace. These activities 
will lead to interpersonal conflict. 

Hence, because of the passive behavior of leaders, an 
eminent outcome is burnout and more conflicts within the 
organization, so passive leadership, directly, has no effect 
on burnout and interpersonal conflict, but when incivility 
mediates, it enhances burnout and interpersonal conflict. 

CONCLUSION

Workplace incivility has major consequences for 
individuals within the organizations (Porath & Pearson, 
2013). The results of this research advocate that incivility 
is most probable to arise under the supervision of 
passive leaders, and workplace incivility is measured 
as an intervening variable that leads to burnout within 

employees and interpersonal conflict among co workers. 
We, therefore, believe the opinion of previous scholars 
(e.g., Aasland, Skogstad, Notelaers, Nielsen, & Einarsen, 
2010) that passive leadership is not just considered an 
absence of constructive behavior rather it is considered 
as a negative and destructive leadership. Once incivility 
creeps into a workplace, it can spread like a virus (Harold 
& Holtz, 2014). Unless the management does not put the 
appropriate interventions, uncivil behavior can rapidly 
spill all over the workforce, and eventually impact an 
organization’s well - being.
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