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Purpose: The present study aims to verify the association between two opposing models of leadership, toxic and empowering, and the 
different dimensions of work motivation.
Participants and Methods: Three questionnaires (Toxic Leadership Scale, Empowering Leadership Questionnaire, and 
Multidimensional Work Motivation Scale) were applied to 408 workers. Cluster analysis was performed.
Results: Cluster analysis produced eight clusters based on the different configurations of leadership dimensions, namely coercive, 
centralizer, false paternalistic, toxic role model, coach, narcissistic-empowering, toxic, and empowering. Those clusters relate 
differently to work motivation dimensions.
Conclusion: The profiles with higher scores in empowering leadership dimensions are more generally related to autonomous 
regulation (identified and intrinsic work motivation). The profiles with higher toxic leadership dimensions are more related to 
amotivation and controlled regulation (extrinsic work motivation). One profile stood out: the narcissistic-empowering profile that 
combines high scores in narcissistic leadership and empowering leadership dimensions. This profile unexpectedly relates significantly 
to autonomous regulation. This study contributed to the knowledge of the work motivation dimensions concerning empowerment and 
toxic leadership. Therefore, it contributes to deepening the nomological network of the concepts and providing inputs to human 
resource processes suitable to improving the organizational results and the workers’ quality of life.
Keywords: leadership profiles, narcissistic-empowering leaders, Empowering Leadership Questionnaire, Toxic Leadership Scale, 
Multidimensional Work Motivation Scale

Introduction
The volatility and high complexity of organizational environments present demanding challenges to management. The 
way people are conducted in their work may lead to different outputs, which is probably one reason why leadership has 
been so broadly studied.

Different types of leadership in different contexts, its consequences, and its associations with other variables have 
mainly been studied over the last 70 years and continue to be at the core of researchers’ interest.1–4

While some types of leadership are defined positively, others underline the negative consequences. Two of those 
opposite types of leadership are empowering and toxic leaderships.5,6 The first one is defined by its positive effects on 
subordinates, empowering them, the second one is defined by its adverse effects undermining subordinates’ development 
and personal expression. Therefore, both the understanding of what behaviors make leadership empowering and what 
behaviors make a leader toxic are equally essential to dissemination good practices or preventing the bad ones.7 This 
study goes further concerning previous research in considering 1) the real leaders can combine in the way they perform 
their role both empowering and toxic leadership dimensions, displaying specific profiles regarding those dimensions; 2) 
those specific leadership profiles are expected to have different relationships with work-related outcomes as work 
motivation; 3) work motivation is approached in a complex way focusing on the several dimensions proposed by the self- 
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determination theory; 4) leadership types are approached as social influence processes that make easier or harder to 
employees to obtain basic psychological needs satisfaction at work when performing their jobs.8,9

Empowering Leadership
Considering the need to value human resources, virtuous and positive leadership models take prominence, and due to 
their focus on employees’ development, empowering leadership emerges in leadership literature. Empowering leadership 
is described as the leaders’ behaviors of sharing power towards individuals or teams by promoting their participation, 
autonomy, and decision-making, sharing information, delegating authority and responsibility.10,11

Such leaders’ behaviors boost meaningful work and create working conditions that increase cognitive demands and 
cognitive resources, leading to positive work-related feelings like employee engagement.12–15 Moreover, empowering 
leadership is different from other related constructs, such as psychological empowerment, often inaccurately mixed.10 

This last construct can be one of the consequences of empowering leadership.
As a consequence of empowering leadership, positive psychological states are fostered in employees, influencing 

their motivation, their work attitudes, like proactive behaviors, and their performance.16–19 Performance behaviors like 
citizenship behavior and creativity are stimulated.20 The latest one is particularly evident when employees present high 
organizational-based self-esteem and have access to resources.21 It was also demonstrated that empowering leadership 
leads to employee’s well-being when considering some moderation variables, like perceived organizational support, 
perceived co-workers support, and employees’ psychological capital.14,22 The potential benefits of empowering leader-
ship seem to be settled by those mentioned above, both for individuals and organizations. However, some contradictory 
results were also obtained regarding the effectiveness of empowering leadership, as shown by Cheong et al,10 being then 
relevant to clarify the relationships between that leadership type and work-related variables.

Toxic Leadership
On the antipodes of empowering leadership, the taxonomy of negative leadership includes different concepts, such as 
abusive leadership, destructive leadership, and toxic leadership.23–25 In what concerns toxic leadership, research mainly 
focused on toxic leadership patterns, leaders’ traits, and their destructive behavior.6,26–29 Toxic leadership is a kind of 
maladjusted, malcontent and malevolent leadership by which an individual, by virtue of his destructive behavior and his 
dysfunctional characteristics, inflicts serious and enduring harm on the individuals, groups, organizations, and 
communities.28,29 There is a cumulative effect of demotivational behavior on peoples’ morale and climate over time, 
and the inflicted damages often continue even after the perpetrator has left the organization.30,31

Lippman-Blumen conceives a toxic leader is someone who consistently exhibits dysfunctional behavior and toxic 
traits as lack of integrity and honesty, egotism, and arrogance focuses on its ambition and holding power with no concern 
about others’ well-being.32 She also states their actions as intimidating, demoralizing, demeaning, and marginalizing. As 
a result of peoples’ needs for authority, security, belonging, feeling special, fear of ostracism, and powerlessness, they 
often submit to its dysfunctional way of being led.

Schmidt defines toxic leaders as narcissistic, self-promoters who engage in unpredictable abusive and authoritarian 
supervision patterns.6 Green found four patterns concerning toxic leadership: egotism (self-centered), ethical failure 
(lying, blaming others, abusing of power), incompetence (poor human relations skills such as listening), and neuroticism 
(eg, wild mood changes).26 Walton attempted to extend the explanation of toxic leadership to situational aspects. He 
pointed out the importance of paying attention to the psychological predisposition of the leader, to the internal context 
which allows or encourages their action, and the broader external circumstances (eg, instability) that affect the 
organization and may cover and excuse the dysfunctional behavior.33

The impact on employees and organizations of toxic leadership has been a concern. Although evidence points to 
adverse outcomes, Pelletier refers that, based on social construction theory, Hunt advocates that employees’ perceptions 
of the effectiveness or toxicity of the leader may be different according to psychological aspects of the evaluator or the 
established relation between leader and follower.7 Milosevic, Maric and Loncar highlight that in some cases, subordinates 
not only refuse to follow toxic leaders but they also work to minimize or neutralize their harmful impacts.34 Thinking 
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differently, some workers feel that being close to the leader brings them a sense of meaning and belonging, power, and 
participation in decision-taking.28,32

Socio-demographic variables, like gender, also seem to play a role in perceiving leaders’ toxicity. Females perceive 
these leaders more negatively, probably because they tend to detailed information processing, while men present more 
behaviors consistent with colluders, possibly due to their heuristic processing, emphasis on positive information, or 
search for personal self-advantage.35

A leader’s toxic behavior is related to employees’ psychological distress, with adverse effects that may range from 
loss of self-worth, withdrawal, agitation, avoidance, worry, and holding feedback and contributions.36,37 To cope with it, 
problem-solving, emotional-focused strategies, or a mix of both, are used by followers.38 Withdrawal is associated with 
assertive and avoidance coping strategies to deal with the leader, while agitation is more related to avoidance and 
adaptive strategies. People who tend to see those behaviors as something transitional use mostly adaptive coping 
strategies, trying to maintain a positive relationship with the leader.36

Studies correlating toxic leadership to other work-related variables show various adverse effects, such as lower 
organizational commitment and lower job satisfaction and turnover intention among followers.25,39 Emotional distur-
bance, anti-social behaviors, reduced performance in employees and teams can be consequences of leader toxicity.40,41 

The complexity of toxic leadership contingency relations to other variables and its consequences on employees, teams, 
and organizations made this topic a broad field to deepener research. Furthermore, the same leader can express a mixture 
of toxic and empowering leadership dimensions in their behavior, creating unique profiles. Studying the specific 
relationships between those unique profiles and work-related variables contributes to deepening the understanding of 
leadership phenomena at the workplace.

Work Motivation
Work motivation has been one of the central topics in organizational studies.42–44 Deci defined motivation as a term 
related to three fundamental questions concerning behavior regulation: what energizes the action, how it is directed, and 
to what extent it is voluntarily controlled.45

Self-determination theory (STD) has made a turnout point in motivation study, because previous research conceived 
motivation in a dual quantitative perspective (people were motivated or not), as a predictor of performance and well-being.46,47 

This theory identifies distinct types of motivation. It proposes a multidimensional conceptualization in a self-determination 
continuum (from amotivation to intrinsic motivation). SDT allows determining the motivation level (autonomous or 
controlled), differentiating results and the process to achieve them.46,48 Thus, besides distinguishing motivation quantitatively, 
it also distinguishes it qualitatively.49 To determine the type of motivation people are engaged in, three psychological needs 
must be considered: competence, autonomy, and relatedness.46 Those needs combine differently along the regulation 
continuum: amotivation (not motivated at all), extrinsic regulation (external reinforces and punishments regulate motivated 
behavior), introjected regulation (external motivators are introjected), identified regulation (values and the intrinsic value of 
the behavior’s consequence are the motivators), integrated regulation (the values and the intrinsic value of the behavior are part 
of the self and the value system of the subject), and intrinsic regulation (the specific behavior is a source of enjoyment and 
fulfilling).

From the moment STD was conceptualized, there has been a substantial proliferation of studies in different contexts 
framed in this approach.48,50–54

In the field of organizations, research within this framework is very relevant.55,56 Some authors pointed out that self- 
determined employees are more committed to the organization, report higher work satisfaction and lower emotional 
exhaustion, leading to fewer turnover intentions.57,58 Moreover, those employees present low daily hassles, which are 
negatively related to physical and stress-related symptoms.59 Self-determination theory advocates that the distinct types 
of motivation, from more externally controlled to more autonomous, impact differently and have specifiable conse-
quences on learning, performance, personal experience, and well-being.46 Moreover, being those different work motiva-
tion types psychologically different, we can expect their determinants are also different.
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Empowering Leadership, Toxic Leadership and Work Motivation
Literature relating leadership to work motivation is scarce and looks at motivation as a dichotomous variable: intrinsic or 
extrinsic, not considering its degree of internalization.16,60–62 Studies are even more scarce when seeking associations 
between specifically empowering leadership, toxic leadership, and self-determination theory. Chen, Sharma, Edinger, 
Shapiro, and Farh demonstrated the motivator effect of empowering leadership and the demotivating effect of conflicting 
relationships in teams by verifying the role of team members’ motivational states in innovation, teamwork, and turnover 
intention.63 However, the three dimensions of motivation conceived by Ryan and Deci within SDT were not considered, 
and the assumption of its different effects was not studied.46 Syahrul also found a significant effect of empowering 
leadership on intrinsic motivation, but no other types of work motivation were considered.62

Regarding leader autonomy support, the meta-analysis undertaken by Slemp et al confirms an overall pattern that this 
characteristic of leadership is strongly related to autonomous regulation at work.9 That concept (leader autonomy 
support) is close to empowering leadership. However, those authors do not include other possible complex combinations 
of empowering leadership dimensions with other aspects of how leadership role is performed.

In what concerns toxic leadership, as far as we know, no empirical study has been carried out linking this type of 
leadership to work motivation. Reed refers to its cumulative demotivational effect on teams, but that argument is 
conceptual.30 Moreover, the five dimensions of each of these two antagonistic types of leadership are not jointly analyzed 
in the studies we have mentioned above. Real leaders can perform their roles by mixing behaviors in unique profiles of 
toxic and empowering leadership dimensions.

Given the revised literature and the identified gaps, along with the complexity of the discussed variables, it seems 
reasonable to conceive that different leadership profiles combining toxic and empowering leadership components can 
produce distinct patterns in what concerns its association with work motivation. Therefore, the objective of our study is 
to characterize different leadership profiles and analyze their differential association with the various dimensions of work 
motivation. Since this is not a hypotheses test study, our research questions are as follows: 1) To what extent do different 
leadership profiles emerge (based on empowering and toxic leadership dimensions)? and 2) What are the significant 
associations between those leadership profiles and work motivation dimensions (according to the self-determination 
theory)?

Materials and Methods
Participants and Procedure
Students from a public university enrolled in a psychology degree were trained to collect data within the scope of 
a course on research methodology. They learned rigorous methodological procedures and ethical standards concerning 
data collection. Eventually, each student was appointed to collect responses from 5 to 10 participants and made a written 
report of the process. They collected data from acquaints or relatives complying with the eligibility criteria: 1) 
Participants must be employees belonging to public or private organizations larger than nine workers; 2) Working 
there for at least 3 months with the same leader. That last condition aimed to assure they had a clear opinion about the 
leadership characteristics and their own work motivation. After data collection, each student wrote a report describing the 
process and included the information regarding questions or comments from respondents and the corresponding 
responses provided. The students also signed a responsibility statement concerning compliance with the data collection 
procedure.

A sample of 408 participants was collected (233 women), ranging from 18 to 76 years old. Regarding academic 
qualifications, 27.5% had qualifications until primary education, 38% finished secondary education, and 34.1% had higher 
education (0.4% missing values). In addition, 76.2% of the participants reported not having a leadership role within the 
organization. Regarding the organizational size, 16.9% had up to 9 employees, 31.6% from 10 to 50, 22.1% from 51 to 250 
employees, and the remaining above 250 employees.

The study was conducted in accordance with the Declaration of Helsinki. Furthermore, all the formal and ethical 
requirements of the psychological research were met, including approval from the ethical committee of the public 
university. Before responding to the questionnaire, participants received information regarding the general objectives of 
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the study and assurance of anonymity and confidentiality of the data. After participation acceptance, they were asked to 
sign the written informed consent. This document was presented in a separate sheet, later kept by the principal 
investigator.

Measures
Participants responded to three instruments:

1) Toxic Leadership Scale (TLS), adapted to a Portuguese sample by Mónico et al, composed of 30 Likert-type items, 
organized in five dimensions: Abusive Leadership (eg, “Speaks poorly about subordinates to other people in the 
workplace”), Authoritarian Leadership (eg, “Controls how subordinates complete their tasks”), Narcissism (eg, “Has 
a sense of personal entitlement”), Self-promotion (eg, “Accepts credit for successes that do not belong to him/her”), and 
Unpredictability (eg, “Has explosive outbursts”)5,6;

2) Empowering Leadership Questionnaire (ELQ) also validated by Mónico et al in a sample of Portuguese workers, 
is composed of 38 Likert-type items, in five dimensions: Leading by example (eg, “Sets high standards for performance 
by his/her own behavior”), Participative Decision making (eg, “Encourages work group members to express ideas/ 
suggestions”), Coaching (eg, “Helps my work group see areas in which we need more training”), Informing (eg, 
“Explains company decisions”), and Showing concern (eg, “Cares about work group members’ personal 
problems”)5,64;

3) Multidimensional Work Motivation Scale (MWMS), validated in Portuguese and Brazilian samples of workers by 
Dos Santos et al, composed of 18 items in six dimensions: Amotivation (eg, “I don’t know why I’m doing this job, it’s 
pointless work”), Extrinsic Regulation (material and social, (eg, “Because I risk losing my job if I don’t put enough effort 
in it” (material)); “To avoid being criticized by others (eg, supervisor, colleagues, family, clients … ” (social)), 
Introjected Regulation (eg, “Because I have to prove to myself that I can”), Identified Regulation (eg, “Because 
I personally consider it important to put efforts in this job”) and Intrinsic Motivation (eg, “Because I have fun doing 
my job”).48,65 Additionally, sociodemographic questions were included.

The scales’ dimensions showed excellent reliability (see Table 1, Cronbach’s alphas from 0.812 to 0.962). Composite 
reliability was also good since higher than 0.70.66

We found an acceptable convergent validity between the items of each factor for the three measures, concerning the 
average variance extracted (AVE) scores: Factors F3 and F4 of the MWMS exceed the cut-off value of 0.4078 and the 
remaining factors of all the scales exceed 0.50, ensuring that the explained variance is greater than the residual 
variance.67 Regarding discriminant validity, the average variance extracted from each factor is greater than the values 
of the squared correlations between each pair of factors (R2) for each scale68 (see Table 1, squared correlations R2 

between square brackets).

Data Analysis
Data was processed with IBM SPSS Software (IBM Corp. Released 2013). Missing-values, all MCAR (completely 
random), and less than 2% were replaced by the Series mean method.

The normality of the variables was assessed by the skewness (sk) and kurtosis (ku) coefficients. We obtained scores of | sk | < 2 
and |ku| < 6. Outliers were analyzed according to the Mahalanobis squared distance,69 with no relevant values being found, 
having all data been considered.

Reliability was calculated by Cronbach’s alpha.70 The score of 0.80 was taken as a good reliability indicator.71 The 
composite reliability and the average variance extracted for each factor were evaluated for convergent and discriminant 
validity as described by Schumacker and Lomax.72 Associations between factors were performed through Pearson 
correlations, being effect sizes of correlations classified according to Cohen.73

After descriptive statistics and intercorrelation matrix, a cluster analysis was performed to identify leadership profiles. 
The TwoStep method for continuous variables is a scalable cluster analysis algorithm, which defines the ideal number of 
clusters.74 The distance measure was calculated with the Log-Likelihood distance measurement. Schwarz’s Bayesian 
Criterion was used for the classification of clusters, which indicated for each dimension of ELQ and TLS the number of 
clusters with good quality of discrimination (silhouette measure of cohesion and separation >0.50).
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Table 1 Descriptives (M;SD), Composite Reliability (CR), Average Extracted Variance (AVE), Cronbach’s Alphas (Between Brackets), and Correlation Matrix Between 
Multidimensional Work Motivation Scale (MWMS), Empowering Leadership Questionnaire (ELQ) and Toxic Leadership Scale (TLS) [Squared Correlations R2 Between Square 
Brackets]

M SD CR AVE (1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6) (7) (8) (9) (10) (11) (12) (13) (14) (15) (16)

MWMS 

F1 (1)

1.71 1.24 0.910 0.770 (0.905) 0.323** 

[0.104]

0.183* 

[0.033]

0.044 

[0.002]

−0.214** 

[0.046]

−0.173** 

[0.030]

−0.111* −0.138** −0.113* −0.143** −0.121* 0.179** 0.142** 0.090 0.129** 0.121*

MWMS 

F2.1 (2)

3.74 1.81 0.880 0.710 (0.879) 0.477** 0.383** 0.119* 0.071 0.121* 0.128** 0.172** 0.129** 0.135** 0.002 −0.033 0.005 0.010 0.042

MWMS 

F2.2 (3)

2.87 1.81 0.830 0.620 (0.812) 0.423** 0.122* 0.004 0.121* 0.063 0.156** 0.164** 0.104* 0.065 0.079 0.037 0.035 0.115*

MWMS 

F3 (4)

4.56 1.72 0.760 0.440 (0.830) 0.578** 0.376** 0.199** 0.192** 0.192** 0.242** 0.189** 0.013 −0.007 −0.015 −0.027 0.044

MWMS 

F4 (5)

5.61 1.52 0.730 0.470 (0.909) 0.702** 0.339** 0.330** 0.337** 0.352** 0.357** −0.210** −0.217** −0.186** −0.241** −0.214**

MWMS 

F5 (6)

4.85 1.72 0.750 0.500 (0.931) 0.351** 0.372** 0.381** 0.389** 0.383** −0.214** −0.203** −0.163** −0.228** −0.233**

ELQ F1 

(7)

3.45 1.07 0.910 0.670 (0.906) 0.706** 

[0.498]

0.772** 

[0.596]

0.637** 

[0.406]

0.718** 

[0.516]

ELQ F2 

(8)

3.30 0.96 0.910 0.640 (0.908) 0.838** 0.677** 0.822**

ELQ F3 

(9)

3.35 1.01 0.960 0.700 (0.962) 0.803** 0.882**

ELQ F4 

(10)

2.73 1.34 0.940 0.730 (0.942) 0.768**

ELQ F5 

(11)

3.46 0.98 0.950 0.660 (0.949)

TLS F1 

(12)

2.28 1.21 0.930 0.640 (0.873) 0.777** 

[0.604]

0.720** 

[0.518]

0.722** 

[0.521]

0.752** 

[0.566]

TLS F2 

(13)

2.65 1.16 0.880 0.550 (0.923) 0.770** 0.731** 0.719**

TLS F3 

(14)

3.39 1.05 0.910 0.680 (0.913) 0.824** 0.693**

TLS F4 

(15)

2.49 1.33 0.910 0.670 (0.907) 0.732**

TLS F5 

(16)

2.72 1.40 0.950 0.720 (0.946)

Notes: ***p ≤ 0.001, **p <0.01, *p <0.05. 
Abbreviations: M, mean; SD, standard-deviations; MWMS F1, MWMS Amotivation; MWMS F2.1, MWMS Material External Regulation; MWMS F2.2, MWMS Social External Regulation; MWMS F3, MWMS Introjected Regulation; 
MWMS F4, MWMS Identified Regulation; MWMS F5, MWMS Intrinsic Motivation; ELQ F1, ELQ Leading by example; ELQ F2, ELQ Participative Decision-making; ELQ F3, ELQ Coaching; ELQ F4, ELQ Informing; ELQ F5, ELQ Show 
concern; TLS F1, TLS Abusive Leadership; TLS F2, TLS Authoritarian Leadership; TLS F3, TLS Narcissism; TLS F4, TLS Self-promotion; TLS F5, TLS Unpredictability.
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After creating the leadership profiles, differences regarding MWMS scores were analyzed through the Mann–Whitney 
non-parametric test, considering the distribution of the sample was not normal in most profiles (Shapiro–Wilk normality 
tests were performed) and the variances were heterogeneous.

A significance level of 0.05 for Type I error was considered for all the analyses.

Results
Descriptive Analysis and Correlations
MWMS, ELQ and TLS showed a good internal consistency (see Table 1, Cronbach’s alphas). The factor with the highest 
mean value was Identified Regulation and the lowest was Amotivation (see Table 1 for means and standard-deviations). In 
the empowerment leadership, the factor that showed the highest average value was Showing Concern and the lowest was 
Informing. In toxic leadership, the factor that showed the highest average value was Narcissism and the lowest was 
Abusive Supervision. MWMS correlated positively with ELQ in the vast majority of factors, except for the Amotivation 
dimension, with which it correlated negatively. Regarding the TLS, it reveals a negative correlation with the dimensions 
Identified Regulation and Intrinsic motivation, correlating positively with the Amotivation.

Regarding the dimensions of the ELQ, we can see that as we move towards the dimensions of more autonomous 
motivation, the higher the correlations are. We found weak negative correlations between all factors of the ELQ and 
Amotivation. With regard to the correlation between ELQ factors and Material External Regulation, Social External 
Regulation, and Introjected Regulation, we can verify the existence of weak positive correlations.68 It is with the 
Identified Regulation and Intrinsic Motivation that all ELQ factors correlated moderately.68 Among the ELQ factors, those 
that correlate most highly with the MWMS dimensions were Coaching, Informing, and Showing concern. We found that all 
dimensions of ELQ are related with work motivation, and this relationship is more evident with Intrinsic Motivation.

Regarding the TLS, we verified the greatest number of correlations not statistically significant, namely with the 
dimensions Social and Material External Regulation and Introjected motivation. In addition, TLS correlated weakly with 
Amotivation (positive correlation) and with Identified Regulation and Intrinsic Motivation (negative correlations). Among 
the TLS factors with the highest negative correlations with the MWMS dimensions were Abusive Leadership, Self- 
promotion, and Unpredictability.

Cluster Analysis
Each dimension of the ELQ and TLS was individually submitted to cluster analysis (log-likelihood distance measure-
ment, Schwarz Bayesian criterion), aggregated in two (low and high) and three (low, intermediate, and high) clusters. All 
clusters showed good quality of discrimination (see Table 2).

After obtaining the clusters in each dimension of the ELQ and the TLS, we found that the participants belonged to 
different leadership clusters (eg, high versus low/medium) in different dimensions of the same questionnaire. Thus, 
joining the participants belonging to each cluster in the five dimensions of ELQ and TLS led to the emergence of eight 
different leadership profiles, described in Table 3. Based on Goleman’s classification we considered and named the 
following worker leadership profiles: 1) Coercive, requiring immediate obedience; 2) Centralizer, the leader usually takes 
decisions, subsequently informing all the steps to be followed; 3) False paternalistic, building emotional bonds, although 
exercising abusive and unpredictable supervision; 4) Toxic role model, emphasizing high-performance standards, 
however in a toxic way; () Coach, who develops people, however, only following his own rules; 6) Narcissistic- 
empowering, who recognizes his or her collaborators but only in favoritism of the self-interests; 7) Toxic, exercising 
a nefarious leadership; and finally, 8) Empowering, revealing a beneficial leadership style.75,76 For example, the coercive 
profile concerns individuals with high scores in ELQF2 (Participative Decision-making), TLSF3 (Narcissism) and 
TLSF4 (Self-promotion), and medium/low scores in the remaining dimensions, which corresponds to individuals who 
demand immediate obedience from their subordinates, meaning that their own opinions are superior, despite sharing 
challenges.75,76

The worker leadership profile with the highest number of participants was the narcissistic-empowering (n = 118), 
followed by the toxic profile (n = 45). Conversely, the profiles with the lowest number of participants were the coercive 
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(n = 14) and the toxic role model (n = 15). We proceed with the analysis of differences between worker leadership 
profiles in terms of MWMS dimensions. First, we performed the Mann–Whitney non-parametric test, using as indepen-
dent variables (IV) the pertaining or not to each profile (1 = yes; 0 = no) and as dependent variables (DV) the six 
dimensions of the MWMS (see Table 4).

Table 2 Number of Clusters, Quality of Discrimination, Number of Participants in Each Cluster (%, n) and Means (M) for the 
Dimensions of the ELQ and TLS

Cluster Number of 
Clusters

Quality of 
Discrimination

Low Intermediate High

% (n) M % (n) M % (n) M

ELQ F1—Leading by example 2 0.7 44.6 (182) 1.21 - - 55.4 (226) 3.89

ELQ F2—Participative 

Decision-making

3 0.7 23 (94) 1.94 42.9 (175) 3.21 34.1 (139) 4.31

ELQ F3—Coaching 2 0.7 31.1 (127) 2.11 - - 68.9 (281) 3.92

ELQ F4—Informing 2 0.7 50.5 (206) 2.52 - - 49.5 (202) 4.19

ELQ F5—Show concern 3 0.7 33.6 (137) 1.67 25.2 (103) 3.42 41.2 (168) 4.81

TLS F1—Abusive Leadership 3 0.7 48.8 (199) 1.30 31.1 (127) 2.52 20.1 (82) 4.25

TLS F2—Authoritarian 

Leadership

2 0.7 62.7 (256) 1.91 - - 37.3 (152) 3.88

TLS F3—Narcissism 3 0.7 21.3 (87) 1.61 35.3 (144) 3.37 43.4 (177) 5.14

TLS F4—Self-promotion 2 0.7 63. (257) 1.62 - - 37 (151) 3.97

TLS F5—Unpredictability 2 0.7 66.7 (272) 1.88 - - 33.3 (136) 4.41

Table 3 Profiles Creation in Function of the Belonging to the High vs Low/Medium Cluster in Each Dimension of ELQ and TLS

Profile n ELQ F1 ELQ F2 ELQ F3 ELQ F4 ELQ F5 TLS F1 TLS F2 TLS F3 TLS F4 TLS F5

1 .Coercive 14 Low/ 

medium

High Low/ 

medium

Low/ 

medium

Low/ 

medium

Low/ 

medium

Low/ 

medium

High High Low/ 

medium

2 .Centralizer 25 Low/ 

medium

Low/ 

medium

Low/ 

medium

High Low/ 

medium

Low/ 

medium

High Low/ 

medium

Low/ 

medium

Low/ 

medium

3. False 

paternalistic

20 Low/ 

medium

Low/ 

medium

Low/ 

medium

Low/ 

medium

High High Low/ 

medium

Low/ 

medium

Low/ 

medium

High

4. Toxic role model 15 High Low/ 

medium

Low/ 

medium

Low/ 

medium

Low/ 

medium

Low/ 

medium

High High High Low/ 

medium

5. Coach 21 High Low/ 

medium

Low/ 

medium

High High Low/ 

medium

High Low/ 

medium

Low/ 

medium

Low/ 

medium

6. Narcissistic- 

empowering

118 High High High High High Low/ 

medium

Low/ 

medium

High Low/ 

medium

Low/ 

medium

7. Toxic 45 Low/ 

medium

Low/ 

medium

Low/ 

medium

Low/ 

medium

Low/ 

medium

High High High High High

8. Empowering 28 High High High High High Low/ 

medium

Low/ 

medium

Low/ 

medium

Low/ 

medium

Low/ 

medium

Abbreviations: ELQ F1, Leading by example; ELQ F2, Participative Decision-making; ELQ F3, Coaching; ELQ F4, Informing; ELQ F5 Show concern; TLS F1, Abusive 
Leadership; TLS F2, Authoritarian Leadership; TLS F3, Narcissism; TLS F4, Self-promotion; TLS F5, Unpredictability.
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Table 4 Means (M), Standard Deviations (SD), Mean-Rank (MR) and Mann–Whitney U-Tests for the Eight Leadership Worker Profiles of Workers in Each Dimension of Work 
Motivation

DV Amotivation Material External 
Regulation

Social External 
Regulation

Introjected 
Regulation

Identified 
Regulation

Intrinsic 
Motivation

Profile n M SD MR M SD MR M SD MR M SD MR M SD MR M SD MR

1. Coercive No 394 1.7 1.2 203.6 2.8 1.8 201.7 3.7 1.8 201.6 4.5 1.7 201.8 5.6 1.5 204.2 4.8 1.7 204.4

Yes 14 2.2 1.7 231.2 4.3 2.1 283.3 4.9 1.6 285.5 5.6 1.4 278.7 5.9 1.1 212.3 4.9 1.8 206.4

Mann–Whitney U 2384.0 1654.0 16230.5 1719.5 2649.5 2732.0

Z −0.97 −2.58* −2.62** −0.25* −0.25 −0.06

2. Centralizer No 383 1.7 1.2 199.9 2.9 1.8 204.9 3.8 1.8 206.2 4.5 1.7 206.3 5.7 1.5 209.6 4.9 1.7 209.9

Yes 25 2.2 1.1 274.6 2.7 1.6 198 3.3 1.4 178.6 4.2 1.6 177.7 4.6 1.7 127.1 3.7 1.6 122.3

Mann–Whitney U 3034.0 4625.0 4139.0 4118.0 2853.5 2733.0

Z −3.46** −0.29 −1.14 −1.17 −3.44** −3.61***

3. False paternalistic No 388 1.7 1.3 204.4 2.9 1.8 203.7 3.7 1.8 202.8 4.5 1.7 202.6 5.6 1.5 204.6 4.9 1.7 206.8

Yes 20 1.7 1.1 206.8 3.2 2.0 219.5 4.3 1.8 238.5 5.1 1.5 241.6 5.6 1.4 202.4 4.3 1.5 159.5

Mann–Whitney U 3833.5 3581.0 3200.5 3137.5 3837.0 2980.5

Z −0.10 −0.58 −1.32 −1.45 −0.09 −1.76

4. Toxic role model No 393 1.7 1.6 203.3 2.9 1.8 205.0 3.7 1.8 203.6 4.6 1.7 204.2 5.6 1.5 205.5 4.9 1.7 205.2

Yes 15 1.7 0.8 236.2 2.7 1.9 190.9 4.1 1.6 227.5 4. 1.7 212.0 5.4 1.4 178.2 4.6 1.8 186.2

Mann–Whitney U 2471.5 2743.5 2602.5 2835.0 2554.0 2672.5

Z −1.20 −0.46 −0.77 −0.25 −0.89 −0.62

5. Coach No 387 1.7 1.2 203.2 2.8 1.8 201.1 3.7 1.8 202.2 4.5 1.7 202.1 5.6 1.5 204.5 4.8 1.7 203.9

Yes 21 1.9 1.3 228.0 3.9 2.0 268.2 4.4 1.5 247.7 5.2 1.5 248.8 5.7 1.4 205.4 4.9 1.7 214.2

Mann–Whitney U 3568.5 2726.5 3157.0 3133.5 4044.0 3859.0

Z −1.06 −2.57* −1.73 −1.77 −0.038 −0.39

(Continued)
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Table 4 (Continued). 

DV Amotivation Material External 
Regulation

Social External 
Regulation

Introjected 
Regulation

Identified 
Regulation

Intrinsic 
Motivation

Profile n M SD MR M SD MR M SD MR M SD MR M SD MR M SD MR

6. Narcissistic- empowering No 290 1.8 1.2 218.1 2.9 1.8 206.2 3.8 1.8 205.8 3.8 1.8 197.0 5.3 1.6 184.2 4.5 1.8 183.9

Yes 118 1.6 1.4 171.03 2.9 1.9 200.4 3.7 2.0 201.2 4.8 1.8 222.9 6.2 1.1 254.3 5.6 1.3 255.2

Mann–Whitney U 13160.0 16630.5 16754.5 14942.5 11234.0 11124.5

Z −4.13*** −0.45 −0.36 −2.01* −5.53*** −5.56***

7. Toxic No 363 1.7 1.3 202.9 2.9 1.8 208.5 3.8 1.8 206.5 4.6 1.7 207.2 5.7 1.5 206.9 4.9 1.7 206.8

Yes 45 1.7 0.9 217.2 2.3 1.4 172.2 3.5 1.9 188.8 4.2 1.8 182.8 5.3 1.8 184.7 4.6 1.9 186.0

Mann–Whitney U 7597.5 6714.0 7460.0 7139.0 7276.5 7337.0

Z −0.86 −1.97* −0.95 −1.31 −1.21 −1.12

8. Empowering No 382 1.7 1.3 206.4 2.9 1.8 205.9 3.8 1.8 205.4 4.5 1.7 202.7 5.6 1.5 202.0 4.8 1.7 200.9

Yes 26 1.4 0.9 177.1 2.5 1.5 184.1 3.5 1.6 191.1 4.9 1.4 230.6 6.2 0.9 241.3 5.6 1.2 257.6

Mann–Whitney U 4252.5 4435.0 4618.5 4287.5 4009.5 3586.5

Z −1.35 −0.92 −0.59 −1.17 −1.67 −2.38*

Notes: *p < 0.05; **p < 0.01; ***p < 0.001.
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We found that workers from our sample have different leadership profiles— some of those profiles distinguished in 
several dimensions of work motivation. The coercive, centralizer and narcissistic-empowering profiles presented 
significant differences in three dimensions of work motivation, while coach, toxic, and empowering profiles showed 
significant differences only in one dimension. The remaining profiles (false paternalistic and toxic role model) did not 
show significant differences in any work motivation dimension.

As shown in Table 4, participants who belong to the coercive leadership profile had significantly higher means in 
External Regulation (material and social) and Introjected Regulation compared with participants not included in that 
profile. The Material External Regulation dimension of work motivation was significantly higher in participants within 
the coach profile and significantly lower in participants within the toxic profile. Intrinsic motivation and Identified 
Regulation were higher in participants within the narcissistic-empowering profile than participants from other leadership 
profiles. Inversely, Intrinsic motivation and Identified Regulation presented lower scores in participants within the 
centralizer profile than participants from other profiles. Considering Amotivation, the participants of the narcissistic- 
empowering profile score lower, and those of the coercive profile score higher.

Discussion
This research aimed to characterize different leadership profiles and analyze their differential association with the 
dimensions of work motivation. To do that, we performed cluster analysis. Clustering was based on the toxic and 
empowering leadership dimensions and then related to differences in work motivation among clusters. We performed 
a cluster analysis to test specific leadership profiles and how those relate to the subordinates’ work motivation. This 
approach was used by Schilling and Schyns in their study about causes and consequences of bad leadership.77

Through this method, we were able to identify eight different profiles in our sample. Following Goleman’s 
classification, we named them coercive, centralizing, false paternalistic, toxic role model, coach, narcissistic-empower-
ing, toxic, and empowering.75,76 The false paternalistic and the toxic role model are indistinct in their relation to the 
subordinates’ work motivation.

The coercive profile is distinguishable in extrinsic (both material and social) and introjected dimensions of motiva-
tion. This profile is the one in which the leader demands immediate obedience, not allowing interventions from workers. 
The leader frightens people and is moved by results only. For this reason, he or she presents many characteristics from 
the toxic leader, using punishing strategies and negative feedback to reach his or her goals. Additionally, that leader 
mobilizes workers by a motivation to succeed, initiative, and self-control.76 Therefore, it seems plausible that subordi-
nates feel demotivated since they are pressed to task accomplishment having no autonomy or creativity, making them feel 
tense in the face of the possibility of a mistake and retaliation. Accordingly, employees may be more exposed to 
psychological illness in this type of leadership, like stress and depression.36,78 However, that does not mean they become 
necessarily ill. Instead, they can use the consequences of working to obtain basic psychological needs satisfaction outside 
the workplace and reinforce their extrinsic work motivation. Where subordinates have a coercive leader, they do not feel 
they get psychological needs satisfaction from working, and controlled regulation dominates their drive to work.8

The centralizer profile is distinguished by more demotivated followers (amotivation) having less identified and 
intrinsic motivation than others. This is a profile where the leader guides subordinate to what they should do and how 
they should act. He or she plans and coordinates work, sets standards, centralizes power on him or herself, and does not 
ask for opinions. This profile encompasses characteristics of a toxic and abusive leader on the one hand and an enabler/ 
supporter, on the other hand, mobilizing individuals through a vision, transmitting self-confidence and empathy differing, 
thus, from the previous profile.76 An explanatory hypothesis for this profile association is a lower work identification 
(since the worker plays only the operational component). The leader appropriates him or herself of the work and 
creativity, leaving the subordinate unmotivated for the tasks. Even though the leader provides a vision, this profile may 
create meaningless work for those who undertake the tasks due to the lack of agency and competence need satisfaction.8

The coach profile, associated in our sample to a more extrinsic material motivation, is characterized by the ability to 
identify highly quickly strengths and weaknesses in his or her team, being patient, humble, respectful, and success- 
oriented. This leader does not give up on subordinates when they have difficulties at work, encouraging and mobilizing 
them through the leader’s initiative, motivation for success, and also for his or her discipline. This profile encompasses 
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characteristics of an empowering leader, showing commitment to the team and giving them autonomy and independence, 
although exceeding her or himself sometimes in terms of discipline.76 It is not easy to understand why this profile 
differentiates participants who belong to it from those who do not only by the amount of material extrinsic motivation. 
Other differences would be expected. One possible explanation is that the leader stimulates goal-oriented work regarding 
financial outcomes. However, future studies may help to understand this result, mainly because only 21 participants 
belong to this profile in our sample.

The narcissistic-empowering profile is by far the one that includes more participants (N = 118). This pattern is lower 
in amotivation and is higher in introjected, identified, and intrinsic motivation. Narcissistic-empowering leaders are 
negatively described in the literature as governed by vanity, exhibitionism, and empathetic incapability, showing at the 
same time a sense of superiority.79 However, in our investigation, these narcissistic-related attributes aggregate to the 
empowering leader characteristics in those belonging to this profile. In fact, in our sample, leadership within this cluster 
scores high in all empowering dimensions, while the toxic leadership profile no. Thus, this leader will be expected to 
inspire his or her team when subordinates have common interests, mobilizing them through his or her motivation to 
succeed, initiative, and self-control.76 Additionally, self-evaluation, the difficulty in accepting others’ errors, his or her 
need to stand out and the lack of empathy may lead to a destructive effect on subordinates primarily and also in the 
organization itself.80 This does not seem to happen in our sample. On the contrary, the narcissistic dimension seems not 
affect negatively the intrinsic, identified and introjected motivation. The leaders’ narcissism appears to be well tolerated 
by subordinates if high scores in all empowering dimensions are associated. Since the leader empowers subordinates, 
they satisfy their basic psychological needs8 by working and may feel the narcissistic character of the leader as something 
that sparks them at the workplace. The high number of participants within this profile leads us to hypothesize the 
presence of cultural specificity. Future research may help to clarify this question.

The toxic profile within this sample is associated with the most material extrinsic motivation compared to other 
profiles. It seems plausible that these workers get their work compensations in that type of extrinsic motivation since the 
remaining potential benefits are contaminated by leadership toxicity. Maybe they remain working at that work due to 
a lack of other opportunities to get the material earnings they need to live. Interestingly, both coach and toxic profiles 
seem to promote extrinsic material motivation. While the first one probably makes it by encouraging employees to set 
financial goals for their development, the second one by eliminating intrinsic drivers at the workplace.

Finally, the empowerment profile is associated in our sample with the highest intrinsic motivation. This profile is 
characterized by serving as an example to developing individuals through empathy and self-awareness. This result 
strengthens the conviction that empowering leadership tends to make work more pleasurable, as it corresponds to job 
enrichment. Moreover, empowering leadership makes the tasks meaningful, and the basic psychological needs 
satisfaction8 to occur at the workplace. Specifically concerning the competence need, workers experience agency and 
skills development; regarding the relatedness need, workers feel respected and deserving attention and consideration; and 
concerning autonomy need, workers participate in decision-making and have a voice.

The above analysis allowed us to verify complex leadership profiles in our sample that distinctly associate with 
subordinates’ work motivation dimensions. The narcissistic dimension of toxic leadership seems to be tolerated since 
empowering dimensions are also present in the exercise of leadership.

The relevance of this investigation is based mainly on the consideration that it brings an essential contribution to the 
design of strategies and practices of people’s management in organizations. Our results confirm that the way people are 
driven to work depends largely on the leadership type they have to face. Moreover, empowering leadership seems to 
stimulate higher work motivation forms by satisfying basic psychological needs of relatedness, competence, and 
autonomy. This confirms previous results showing leader autonomy support strengthens higher forms of work motivation 
such as identified and intrinsic work motivation.9 However, in our results, the effect of empowering leadership is 
preserved even if the leader has some narcissistic dimension in the way he or she performs the role. Furthermore, toxic, 
centralizer and coercive profiles should be prevented and replaced since they damage the workers’ work motivation.

In sum, our results state that the way people perceive the leader is related to their work motivation. This relationship 
reaffirms the importance of changes in people management policies and practices, namely in the sub-processes of 
recruiting, selecting, integrating, and developing leaders, as well as in the metrics used to measure performance, with 
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a view to good management, that Maslow would consider more eupsychian.81 Organizations can thus use this study to 
evaluate themselves, internally analyzing the leadership profiles practiced, considering the improvement of their employ-
ees’ quality of life and the organization’s results.

We thus hope that the study of the dimensions and conceptual models covered will benefit organizational entities and 
individual workers. Healthy workplaces are those where individuals contribute to their work by being involved in 
a strong way (giving meaning to work) and improving the results of that work.

Conclusion
This investigation aimed to understand to what extent different leadership profiles emerge (based on empowering and 
toxic leadership dimensions) and the significant associations between these leadership profiles and the dimensions of 
work motivation according to the self-determination theory.

We identified eight leadership profiles in the present study that complexly combined toxic leadership and empower-
ment leadership components. One profile stood out: the narcissistic-empowering profile that characterizes the leader as 
being governed by vanity, exhibitionism, empathic incapacity, and where the feeling of superiority gravitates. 
Additionally, he or she presents characteristics of an enabling and empowering leader, inspiring the team when 
subordinates have common interests, mobilizing them through their motivation for success, initiative, and self-control. 
One possible explanation for the positive effect of this profile on higher forms of employees’ work motivation is that the 
developmental strength of empowering dimensions reconfigures the meaning of narcissistic dimensions. Therefore, each 
dimension has no meaning per se, but its meaning depends on the end-up configuration of all leadership dimensions. So, 
the power of needs satisfaction of how leadership is performed is a complex process that is better understood if 
considered in its whole design. The way leadership is performed can make it easier or harder for employees to satisfy 
the basic psychological needs of autonomy, competence, and relatedness by working. Accordingly, those employees will 
experience different degrees of internalization of work motivation.

This study is relevant in demonstrating the importance of considering work motivation as a regulation continuum (and 
not a dichotomous phenomenon). The satisfaction of the competence, autonomy and relatedness needs can be facilitated 
or hindered by different leadership profiles. This finding is relevant to human resources practices that aim to promote the 
well-being of employees in organizations.

In a more conceptual perspective, it affords the knowledge of the work motivation dimensions concerning the factors 
of empowerment leadership and toxic leadership, contributing thus, to the deepening of the nomological network of the 
involved concepts.

Limitations and Future Research
The cross-sectional design of this study does not allow to capture the evolution in the associations between the variables. 
It would be interesting to undertake a longitudinal study about empowerment and toxic leadership’s effect on the work 
motivation of subordinates.

The sampling technique applied for collecting data does not allow high generalizability. In further studies, more 
robust sampling techniques can verify to what extent the results obtained here are culture-specific or express more 
transcultural phenomena.

The effects of sociodemographic variables also can be considered in future studies. Likewise, the role of different 
subordinates’ characteristics as moderators of leadership style can be a relevant topic of research.82

Enlightening the effect of the leaders’ characteristics (eg, personality, positive and negative work experiences) in 
adopting an empowerment style, or a toxic style would be a matter of high interest.

Finally, it would be helpful to consider the organization characteristics (eg, strategy, supervision, company values) as 
mediators of the effect of leadership style on employees’ work motivation.
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