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Research has not focused on the negative effects of despotic leadership on
subordinates’ life satisfaction and the interface between work and family. Drawing on
the Conservation of Resources theory, this research investigates the mediating effect of
emotional exhaustion through which despotic leadership transcends from the workplace
to subordinates’ personal lives, resulting in work-family conflict and decreased life
satisfaction. The research also examines the moderating effect of subordinates’ anxiety
on the relationship of their perceptions of despotic leadership with work-family conflict
and life satisfaction. Three waves of time-lagged data was collected from 224 book
sellers who work in publishing houses. We used Hayes’ PROCESS to test moderation
and SEM to test mediation. The results of the study suggest that despotic leadership
is related to work-family conflict via emotional exhaustion, but offer no support for its
relationship with life satisfaction. As expected, when subordinates’ anxiety increases,
the positive relationship between a supervisor’s despotism and his or her subordinates’
work-family conflict and the negative relationship between despotic leadership and
life satisfaction both strengthen. The results suggest that despotic leaders harm their
subordinates’ non-work lives, and these effects intensify when subordinates have high
levels of anxiety. These findings have important implications for service organizations
in mitigating the negative effects of despotic leadership by minimizing subordinates’
anxiety through coping mechanisms and giving reward and incentives.

Keywords: despotic leadership, emotional exhaustion, anxiety, work-family conflict, life satisfaction

INTRODUCTION

Research has highlighted the negative or dark side of leadership (Griffin and Lopez, 2005;
Wu and Hu, 2009; Naseer et al., 2016) by revealing destructive aspects of leadership that can
have negative effects (Schyns and Hansbrough, 2010) on such factors as absenteeism, turnover,
effectiveness (Tepper et al., 2006), emotional exhaustion (Harvey et al., 2007), deviant work
behavior (Duffy et al., 2002), job satisfaction (Tepper, 2000; Tepper et al., 2004), stress (Tepper,
2000; Chen et al., 2009), and performance (Aryee et al., 2007). These destructive leadership
behaviors have been conceptualized and examined under such labels as petty tyranny (Ashforth,
1994), abusive supervision (Tepper, 2000), destructive leadership (Schyns and Hansbrough, 2010),

Frontiers in Psychology | www.frontiersin.org 1 May 2018 | Volume 9 | Article 601

https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology/
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology#editorial-board
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology#editorial-board
https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2018.00601
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2018.00601
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.3389/fpsyg.2018.00601&domain=pdf&date_stamp=2018-05-03
https://www.frontiersin.org/articles/10.3389/fpsyg.2018.00601/full
http://loop.frontiersin.org/people/456850/overview
http://loop.frontiersin.org/people/540634/overview
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology/
https://www.frontiersin.org/
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology#articles


fpsyg-09-00601 May 3, 2018 Time: 11:47 # 2

Nauman et al. Despotic Leadership Harms Employee Homelife

and despotic leadership (Aronson, 2001). According to Schyns
and Schilling (2013), despotic leadership comprises prominent
characteristics of negative leadership types, but there is a lack
of research in this area in the management and psychology
literatures (Naseer et al., 2016).

De Hoogh and Den Hartog (2008) defined despotic leadership
as a leader’s tendency to engage in authoritarian and dominant
behavior in pursuit of self-interest, self-aggrandizement, and
exploitation of their subordinates. According to Schilling (2009),
despotic leaders want unquestioned submission from their
subordinates and use demanding and controlling mechanisms
to manipulate and exploit their subordinates for personal gain,
regardless of their subordinates’ needs and concerns. Thus,
despotic leaders work against their organizations’ legitimate
interests by indulging in self-serving and morally corrupt
behavior (Aronson, 2001). Despotic leaders’ unethical and unfair
behavior in the workplace negatively impacts subordinates’
job performance, organizational citizenship behaviors, and
creativity (Naseer et al., 2016). Despite increasing evidence
that despotic leadership is harmful to employees, there is a
lack of research on its negative effects on employees’ life
satisfaction and the interface between their work and family
lives.

The effects of destructive leadership behavior may not
be limited to subordinates, as they may also enfold the
organization, customers, employees’ families, and even society
in general. Research has indicated that such behavior is
related to a number of negative outcomes, including lowered
job satisfaction, organizational commitment, organizational
performance, and increased emotional exhaustion, turnover
intentions, work-family conflict, and psychological distress
among employees (Richman et al., 1992; Ashforth, 1997;
Tepper, 2000; Aasland et al., 2010; Hershcovis and Rafferty,
2012; Schyns and Schilling, 2013). Therefore, the negative
aspects of leadership are a matter of grave concern for
organizations (Hoobler and Hu, 2013) and further investigation
is needed (Schyns and Schilling, 2013; Collins and Jackson,
2015) into what causes destructive leadership and how
its negative aspects affect subordinates’ behavior and
relationships at home. The current study addresses this
research gap by investigating the harmful effects of despotic
leadership on subordinates’ life satisfaction and work-family
conflicts.

There are several reasons for focusing on these particular
outcome variables. First, as despotic leadership is a social stressor
and have harmful effects on the home life of a subordinate,
we therefore choose work- family conflict instead of work
life balance which is a more positive way of viewing work-
family relationships. For example, according to Clark, work–
family balance is “satisfaction and good functioning at work
and at home with a minimum of role conflict” (Clark, 2000).
In a similar vein, Frone (2003) refers work life balance as an
absence of role conflict and presence of facilitation: “low levels
of inter-role conflict and high levels of inter-role facilitation
represent work–family balance.” Greenhaus et al. (2003) found
that when individuals invest little time or involvement in
their combined work and family roles, balance has little or

no implications for an individual’s quality of life. Second,
despotic leadership is a social stressor which is an antecedent
of work family conflict and life satisfaction. Third, despotic
leadership creates stressors like emotional exhaustion, which
has been linked to employee well-being and quality of life at
home (Ernst Kossek and Ozeki, 1998). Fourth, studies that have
observed spillover effects from work to home show that job
experiences influence the home life of employees even after
they leave the workplace (Ilies et al., 2009; Eby et al., 2010;
Wagner et al., 2014), which shows that the effects of emotional
exhaustion may affect other domains of employees’ lives as well.
For instance, emotional exhaustion harms the family domain,
increases work- family conflict, and decreases life satisfaction
(Gali Cinamon and Rich, 2010; Lambert et al., 2010; Carlson
et al., 2012; Boekhorst et al., 2017). Here, we argue that these
dependent variables are the most suitable for this study, as
they directly influence the subordinates’ wellbeing and quality of
life.

The Conservation of Resources (COR) theory comprises
several stress theories (Hobfoll, 1989) and provides insight into
the interface between work and family (Witt and Carlson, 2006;
Grandey and Cropanzano, 1999). The COR theory suggests that
people experience stress from an actual or threatened loss of
resources (Hobfoll, 1989). It also envisages that resources are
lost as individuals try to manage both work and family roles
(Grandey and Cropanzano, 1999). This potential or real loss leads
to conflicts in the interface between work and family (Witt and
Carlson, 2006). According to Grandey and Cropanzano (1999),
negative work stressors hamper subordinates’ ability to perform
their family roles, which may result in inter-role conflict in the
form of work-family conflict and life dissatisfaction.

Using the COR theory as a foundation, we theorized that
despotic leadership is the source of social stress and the loss
of leadership support reflected in self-serving behavior in the
supervisor-subordinate relationship. As despotic leadership is
authoritarian, vengeful, unethical, self-serving, and exploitative
(De Hoogh and Den Hartog, 2008; Naseer et al., 2016), despotic
leadership in a highly collectivist, uncertainty avoidant, and
power distant culture like Pakistan would lead to emotional
exhaustion (Hofstede, 1983, 2010). The loss of resources that
results from emotional exhaustion also leads subordinates to
experience decreased levels of life satisfaction and has a negative
effect on the work-family interface. In this context, we posit that
despotic leadership is directly related to the outcome variables of
life satisfaction and work-family conflict and is indirectly related
via emotional exhaustion.

According to Spielberger and Sydeman (1994), anxiety is
defined as “the tendency to perceive a wide range of situations
as dangerous or threatening” and is also specified as a predictor
of victimization (Olweus, 1978; Aquino and Thau, 2009). As
subordinates differ in their tendency to perceive authoritarian
behavior in their leaders, their reactions vary such that the
subordinates who have a high degree of anxiety are likely to
be more sensitive than those who do not. Drawing from COR
theory, subordinates lose the support of a despotic leader, and the
leader’s self-serving behavior is likely to decrease subordinates’
life satisfaction and affect their work-family interface negatively.
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This loss intensifies among subordinates who have high levels
of anxiety. Tepper (2007) also proposes that future research
identifies personality moderators of destructive leadership. Since
the perceivers’ personality affects their reactions to despotic
leadership, and trait anxiety moderates the relationship between
such leadership, life satisfaction, and work-family conflict, we
contend that the interactive relationship between perceived
despotic leadership and subordinates’ anxiety has a detrimental
effect on the subordinates’ life satisfaction and work-family
conflict.

Therefore, the purpose of this research is to examine
the extent to which despotic leadership transcends the work
boundary to affect employees’ life satisfaction and the interface
between their work and family lives. Consequently, the current
research investigates how despotic leadership creates emotional
exhaustion, which influences employees’ life satisfaction and
work-family conflict. The moderating role of anxiety on the
relationship between despotic leadership and the outcome
variables has been probed as well. Since the dark side of leadership
is more obvious in a highly collectivist and power distant culture
(Luthans et al., 1998) as subordinates in high power-distant and
collectivistic cultures are expected to obey what their supervisors
order without questioning and accept power inequalities, we thus
see Pakistani employees as ideal for this study (Naseer et al.,
2016).

LITERATURE REVIEW AND
HYPOTHESES

Despotic Leadership and Emotional
Exhaustion
Emotional exhaustion occurs when emotional demands exceed
an individual’s ability to deal with interpersonal interactions at
work (Maslach et al., 2001). There is growing evidence that
aggressive leadership leads to harmful outcomes for subordinates,
including anxiety, depression (Tepper, 2000), and burnout
(Tepper, 2000; Harvey et al., 2007; Aryee et al., 2008; Wu and Hu,
2009). Despotic leaders, who are autocratic, inconsiderate, and
exploitative, create stress among their subordinates, resulting in
burnout (Ashforth and Lee, 1997; Den Hartog and De Hoogh,
2009; Schilling, 2009; Fontaine et al., 2010). Therefore, we
hypothesize:

H1: Subordinates’ perceptions of despotic leadership are
positively related to their emotional exhaustion.

Despotic Leadership and Work-Family
Conflict
Despotic leaders are unethical and authoritarian, use an unethical
code of conduct, and have little regard for others’ interests
(Naseer et al., 2016). In pursuing their self-interests, they
can be domineering, controlling, vengeful, and exploitative
(Bass, 1990; Howell and Avolio, 1992; Aronson, 2001). The
harmful consequences of despotic leadership highlight the
importance of understanding the effects of this kind of
leadership on subordinates’ lives. Work-family conflict has been

defined as “a form of inter-role conflict in which the role
pressures from the work and family domains are mutually
incompatible in some respect” (Greenhaus and Beutell, 1985,
p. 77), suggesting that “participation in the work (family)
role is made more difficult by virtue of participation in the
family (work) role” (Van Steenbergen et al., 2009; Kalliath
et al., 2012). We examine work-family conflict since the
emphasis of the study is on assessing despotic leadership as a
social stressor that encircles the work and family life of the
subordinates.

Work family conflict has been conceptualized into three
types: time-based, strain-based, and behavior-based. Time-based
conflict arises when the time committed to one role makes it
difficult to participate in another role, such as when one has
no time to participate in family functions or children’s school
events because of time spent at work. An example of strain-
based conflict is being too tired from work to do home chores
or help one’s spouse. Behavior-based conflict occurs when one’s
emotional exhaustion from work leads to coming home in a bad
mood and fighting with one’s spouse.

According to Hoobler and Brass (2006), subordinates carry
workplace aggression home in the form of behaviors that
undermine their families. In a similar vein, Demsky et al. (2014)
found a positive relationship between workplace aggression
and work- family conflict. According to (Westman, 2001),
despotic leadership increases tension in subordinates’ marital
relationships, weakening the family structure (Carlson et al.,
2011). Despotic leaders demand unquestioned compliance and
obedience from their subordinates (Schilling, 2009), are self-
centered, have low ethical standards (De Hoogh and Den Hartog,
2008), and exploit their subordinates for personal gain (Naseer
et al., 2016). Therefore, we argue that despotic leadership is
a workplace stressor that leaves the subordinates drained and
emotionally exhausted, dramatically stressing their personal lives.
Therefore, we hypothesize that:

H2a: Subordinates’ perceptions of despotic leadership are
directly and positively related to their work-family conflict.

Despotic Leadership and Life
Satisfaction
Life satisfaction is a critical indicator of an individual’s overall
well-being from evaluating his or her life (Karatepe and Baddar,
2006; Aryee et al., 2007; Erdogan et al., 2012); life satisfaction is
widely accepted as a vital factor in an individual’s quality of life
(Pavot and Diener, 1993). There is ample evidence to support
the strong relationship between experience at work and an
individual’s overall perspective of his or her life (Rain et al., 1991).
Considering the significance of life satisfaction in measuring
an individual’s wellbeing, a few studies have examined the
harmful effects of negative leadership on life satisfaction and have
suggested that poor and unfair treatment by others in the form
of abusive supervision (Tepper, 2000) and workplace bullying
(Dzuka and Dalbert, 2007; Moore et al., 2012) is negatively related
to life satisfaction. Following this line of discussion, we posit
that, when a leader is manipulative, exploitive, and vengeful,
subordinates’ sense of personal control to cope up with such
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pressures declines. As a result, subordinates feel emotionally
exhausted and are likely to have low level of life satisfaction.
Therefore, we hypothesize that:

H2b: Subordinates’ perception of despotic leadership is
directly and negatively related to their life satisfaction.

Emotional Exhaustion as a Mediator
According to Westman et al. (2004), burnout is a significant
predictor of work-family conflict. Emotional exhaustion, one
of the core factors in burnout (Johnson and Spector, 2007),
is most clearly linked to depletion of resources, as described
by COR theory. Drawing from COR theory, we posit that
despotic leadership may lead subordinates to deplete their
personal and emotional resources and become exhausted, an
effect that is likely to increase over time as the frequency
of interaction with the supervisor increases (Grandey et al.,
2004). Emotionally exhausted subordinates may have little
energy left for family chores or family enriching activities,
leading to work-family conflict (Gali Cinamon and Rich, 2010;
Carlson et al., 2012). Using COR theory as a foundation, we
observed that subordinates’ experience of despotic leadership
results in depletion of subordinates’ energy, increasing emotional
exhaustion and work-to-family conflict and diminishing life
satisfaction. Therefore, we hypothesize:

H3: Subordinates’ emotional exhaustion is (a) positively
related to work-family conflict and (b) negatively related to
life satisfaction.

H4: Subordinates’ perceptions of despotic leadership are (a)
positively related to work family conflict and (b) negatively
related to life satisfaction via emotional exhaustion.

Anxiety as a Moderator
Personality has been identified as an antecedent of work-family
conflict (Michel et al., 2011), and work-family researchers have
called for an examination of personality variables (Friede and
Ryan, 2005; Michel and Clark, 2009; Michel et al., 2011) and
job outcomes (Ceschi et al., 2016) in that context. Personality
has been treated as both a mediator and a moderator between
antecedents and work-family conflict (Wayne et al., 2004;
Ceschi et al., 2016). According to Stoeva et al. (2002), negative
affect mediates the relationship between stress and work-family
conflict, and negativity moderates the relationship such that the
relationship between stress and work-family conflict is stronger
for individuals with high negative affect than it is for those with
low negative affect.

Kant et al. (2013) suggested that leaders’ negative behaviors are
linked to subordinates’ anxiety. Anxious subordinates perceive
others negatively and are likely to increase their expressions
of criticism and disapproval (Forgas and Vargas, 1998; Story
and Repetti, 2006). Despotic leadership refers to aggressive
behavior toward subordinates and to the exploitation that creates
fear and stress among subordinates regarding their position in
the organization (De Hoogh and Den Hartog, 2008). Those
who face such issues at work carry the resulting emotional
instability back home, where they often retreat from the family

(Schulz and Martire, 2004; Story and Repetti, 2006) and are
unavailable to help or support their families.

We argue that anxiety is high among subordinates who
perceive their leaders’ behavior as exploitative and unfair (Kant
et al., 2013) and that this dyadic relationship eventually affects
their personal domains. Therefore, subordinates who have a high
degree of anxiety are more likely to experience work-family
conflict and diminished life satisfaction than are those who have
less anxiety.

H5: Subordinates anxiety moderates the relationship
between their perception of despotic leadership and (a)
their work-family conflict and (b) their life satisfaction.

Proposed Research Model
Figure 1 presents a model of our hypothesized relationships.

MATERIALS AND METHODS

Sample and Data Collection Procedure
To reduce common method variance, the three-wave data
was collected (Podsakoff et al., 2003). The respondents were
salespeople working in book-publishing houses. The publishing
houses were approached through personal contacts to identify
respondents, and surveys were distributed by the researchers
to the respondents in person who agreed to participate
in the survey voluntarily. Prior to their participation in
the surveys, the participants completed consent forms that
explained the purpose of the study and assured complete
confidentiality. It was communicated that all the responses
would be accessible to the researchers only, no individual
level information would be made public and only aggregate
information would be shared. These precautions helped us to
deal with social desirability and made the respondents feel
confident. The late respondents and non-respondents were
contacted in follow-up to increase the response rate. The study
was approved by the Riphah International University Ethical
Research Committee.

The data collection was completed by means of three pen-
and-pencil surveys fielded on site, one of which measured
despotic leadership and anxiety, the second of which measured
emotional exhaustion, and the third measured life satisfaction
and work-family conflict (time-, strain-, and behavior-based
conflict). After completing the surveys, participants placed them
in sealed envelopes and returned them to the contact person.
The researchers collected the filled responses from the contact
person. No monetary reward or other incentive was offered to
participants, and participation was voluntary.

Questionnaires were initially distributed to 400 salespersons,
and 327 completed surveys were returned. The second survey
was offered only to the 327 who returned the first survey,
and 255 completed surveys were returned. These 255 received
their third survey, and 245 were returned. The surveys were
fielded 3–4 weeks apart. The final sample size after discarding
incomplete questionnaires and matching three-time data was
224, for a final response rate of those who completed all three
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FIGURE 1 | Proposed Theoretical Model.

surveys of 56 percent. As schools and most organizations in
Pakistan use English, all survey questions were in English.
All respondents were males, and all had reached at least the
graduate level to ensure their solid understanding of English
language.

Measures
All measures were adopted from extant studies that had tested
them in a variety of cultures, countries, and work settings. The use
of established standardized scales to measure the study’s variables
reduces the likelihood of instrumentation errors (Luthans
and Youssef, 2007). To establish convergent and discriminant
validity, confirmatory factor analyses were conducted for all
variables.

Despotic Leadership
We used a six-item scale developed by De Hoogh and Den Hartog
(2008) to measure despotic leadership. The items included “My
supervisor is punitive and has no pity or compassion,” My
supervisor is in charge and does not tolerate disagreement or
questions,” and “My supervisor gives orders.” Responses were
given on a 5-point Likert scale, anchored at 1 for strongly disagree
and 5 for strongly agree. The Cronbach’s alpha for this scale was
0.80. Convergent validity was also established because all items
loaded in a range of 0.45 to 0.74 with average variance extracted
(AVE) = 0.50.

Emotional Exhaustion
To assess employees’ emotional exhaustion, we used a nine- item
scale developed by Pines and Aronson (1988). Responses were
rated on a 5-point scale, where 1 = never and 5 = very often.
Examples of items are “I feel emotionally exhausted” and “I feel
that I can’t take it anymore.” The Cronbach’s alpha for this scale

was 0.86. Convergent validity was also established because all
items loaded in a range of 0.48 to 0.78 with AVE = 0.52.

Job-Related Anxiety
Following Wagner et al. (2014), we used a four-item measure
of anxiety drawn from (Mackinnon et al., 1999). Respondents
indicated the extent to which they generally feel facts of anxiety
(e.g., “nervous,” “distressed”) in their jobs using a 5-item Likert
scale, where 1 = very slightly or not at all to 5 = very much. The
Cronbach’s alpha for this scale was 0.76. Convergent validity was
also established because all items loaded in a range of 0.63 to 0.83
with AVE = 0.61.

Work-Family Conflict
Work-family conflict was measured using the nine-item scale
developed by Carlson and Kacmar (2000). We compared the
three-factor model of work family conflict (time-based, strain-
based, and behavior-based) with one overall-factor model. The
overall-factor model produced better results than the three-factor
model did, and the three dimensions were highly correlated, so
we used the overall-, one-factor model. Responses were measured
on 5-point Likert scale, anchored at 1 for strongly disagree and 5
for strongly agree. The Cronbach’s alpha for this scale was 0.86.
Convergent validity was also established because all items loaded
in a range of 0.43 to 0.84 with AVE = 0.54.

Life Satisfaction
We used a 5-item scale from (Diener et al., 1985) to measure
life satisfaction. The five items included “In most ways, my life
is close to my ideal” and “I am satisfied with my life.” One item
was dropped because of low factor loading. The Cronbach’s alpha
for the remaining four items was 0.75. Convergent validity was
also established because all items loaded in a range of 0.51 to 0.80
with AVE = 0.56.
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RESULTS

Structure equation modeling (SEM) (Bollen, 1989) using AMOS
16 was employed to test the hypotheses and followed the two-
step analytical strategy suggested by Anderson and Gerbing
(1988). The first step involved a confirmatory factor analysis
to develop an acceptable measurement model that defined the
observed variables in terms of “true” latent variables (endogenous
or exogenous) and a measurement-error term. At this stage,
each latent variable was allowed to correlate freely with every
other latent variable. In step two, we modified the measurement
model to represent the hypothesized theoretical framework. This
strategy provided an analytical method with which to identify a
best-fit measurement model and an estimation of the proposed
hypotheses. To test our mediation hypotheses, we also used
the bootstrap technique using the confidence-interval method.
Bootstrapping is a resampling method that involves creating a
sampling distribution to estimate standard errors and to create
the confidence intervals. Considered important for mediation
analysis, bootstrapping is used to confirm the mediation effect
because of its accuracy in computing confidence intervals for
the mediation effect when the mediation effect is non-zero.
It can be applied when the assumptions of large sample size
and multivariate normality may not hold (Cheung and Lau,
2008).

Table 1 shows the descriptive statistics, bi-variate correlations,
reliability estimates, and AVEs. We performed a series of
confirmatory factor analyses to establish the discriminant
validity of the variables, tapped through the same source
and time. In light of (Anderson and Gerbing, 1988, 1992)
suggestions, we compared a two-factor unconstrained model
with a single-factor constrained model for every possible
pairing of variables from the same source. The results of
these confirmatory factor analyses are presented in Table 2,
which shows that, in every comparison, the unconstrained
multiple-factor model provided a better fit than the single-
factor model did. All fit indices are within the range of a
good model fit (Kline, 2005; Steiger, 2007; Tabachnik and Fidell,
2007).

After getting adequate model fit results for the measurement
models, we estimated the path models using SEM to test the
hypotheses. Table 3 shows the results of SEM analyses, and
Figure 2 presents the standardized path coefficients of the best
fitting model. We tested three structural models to determine

which provided the best fit to data. The first model included
indirect paths between despotic leadership and two outcomes—
work-family conflict and life satisfaction through emotional
exhaustion. The second model included direct and indirect
paths between despotic leadership and the same two outcomes
through emotional exhaustion and revealed a direct path
between despotic leadership and the two outcome variables. The
results indicated that the indirect-path model between despotic
leadership and the two outcomes through emotional exhaustion
provided the best results for model fit indices (χ2 = 549.89,
df = 324, χ2/df = 1.69, CFI = 0.92, NFI = 0.88, GFI = 0.90,
TLI = 0.90, RMR = 0.19, and RMSEA = 0.05), as shown in
Table 3.

The direct-path model provides the results for H1, which
predicts that despotic leadership is positively related to work-
family conflict and negatively related to life satisfaction. The
results provide support for both work-family conflict (β = 0.55,
p < 0.001) and life satisfaction (β = −0.27, p < 0.001).
In support of H2, despotic leadership is positively related to
emotional exhaustion (β = 0.53, p < 0.001). Hypotheses 3a
and 3b, that emotional exhaustion has a positive relationship
with work-family conflict (β = 0.25, p < 0.01) and a negative
relationship with life satisfaction (β = −0.15, p < 0.05), are
also supported. Hypotheses 4a and 4b predict a mediating
role of emotional exhaustion between despotic leadership and
both outcome variables. We applied bootstrapping using a bias-
corrected confidence interval method to analyze the indirect
effects. The results support the indirect effect of work-family
conflict (indirect effect = 0.13, CI 95%, [0.04,0.27], p ≤ 0.01) but
not life satisfaction (indirect effect = −0.08, CI95%, [−0.20,0.01],
p > 0.05). All these direct and indirect effects are given in
Table 4.

Hypotheses 5a and 5b propose a moderating role of
anxiety between despotic leadership and work-family conflict
and life satisfaction. Our moderation analysis employed
Hayes’ 13 macro PROCESS, and mean-centering was done
for the independent and moderation variables (Aiken
and West, 1991). The results indicate support for both
variables, work-family conflict (β = 0.09, p < 0.05, CI
[0.01,0.19], 1R2 = 0.015) and life satisfaction (β = −0.23,
p < 0.001, CI [−0.38,−0.08], 1R2 = 0.037). The slope test
indicates that the change in beta is in the same direction
as proposed, at ±1 standard deviation of the moderator’s
mean value. The interaction plots shown in Figures 3, 4

TABLE 1 | Descriptive statistics, correlation and reliabilities.

Mean SD AVE 1 2 3 4 5

(1) DL 2.71 1.01 0.50 (0.80)

(2) EE 2.13 0.86 0.52 0.45∗∗ (0.86)

(3) TA 2.68 0.98 0.61 0.37∗∗ 0.31∗∗ (0.76)

(4) WFC 2.68 0.89 0.54 0.43∗∗ 0.54∗∗ 0.29∗∗ (0.86)

(5) LS 4.27 1.36 0.56 −0.20∗∗ −0.09∗ −0.18∗∗ 0.07 (0.75)

(6) Age 30 4.8 – 0.13∗ 0.006 0.09 0.07 −0.15∗

N = 224. ∗Correlation is significant at the 0.05 level (two-tailed). ∗∗Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (two-tailed). DL, Despotic Leadership; EE, Emotional Exhaustion;
TA, Trait Anxiety; LS, Life Satisfaction; WFC, Work family conflict.
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TABLE 2 | Model Fit Indices for CFAs.

Model Test χ2 df χ2/df CFI NFI GFI TLI RMR RMSEA

For T1

1 Factor (DL and TA combined) 213 35 6.08 0.72 0.69 0.80 0.64 0.18 0.15

2 factor (DL, TA) 62 34 1.83 0.95 0.91 0.94 0.94 0.094 0.06

1 factor WFC(All dimensions) 26.05 11 2.3 0.98 0.96 0.97 0.93 0.04 0.07

3 Factor WFC(WFCTM, WFCSTR, WFCBHR) 91.08 24 3.79 0.91 0.89 0.91 0.87 0.103 0.112

ALL DVs T2

1 factor (WFC, LS combined) 303 62 4.88 0.79 0.75 0.85 0.69 0.27 0.13

2 factor (WFC, LS) 142 52 2.73 0.91 0.88 0.91 0.87 0.168 0.08

1 factor(DL, EE, WFC, LS) 867 328 2.6 0.80 0.72 0.79 0.77 0.16 0.08

4 factor(DL, EE, WFC, LS) 477 295 1.6 0.93 0.85 0.87 0.91 0.15 0.05

1 factor EE, TA Combined 294 61 4.8 0.78 0.74 0.82 0.72 0.16 0.13

2 factor (EE, TA) 140 60 2.3 0.92 0.87 0.91 0.90 0.10 0.07

5 factor (DL, EE, TA, WFC, and LS) 639 389 1.64 0.93 0.90 0.87 0.91 0.15 0.05

1 factor ( DL, EE, TA, WFC, and LS Combined) 648 410 4.02 0.62 0.63 0.56 0.54 0.23 0.11

N = 224. T1, time 1; T2, time 2. DL, Despotic Leadership; EE, Emotional Exhaustion; TA, Trait Anxiety; LS, Life Satisfaction; WFC, Work family conflict. Best model fits are
given in bold.

TABLE 3 | Comparison of alternative path models.

Model Test χ2 df χ2/df CFI NFI GFI TLI RMR RMSEA

1 Hypothesized Model: Indirect paths from DL to outcomes
through EE)

549.89 324 1.69 0.92 0.88 0.87 0.90 0.19 0.05

2 Alternative Model 1: Indirect paths from DL to outcomes
through EE and direct pat from DL to outcomes

597 325 1.83 0.90 0.81 0.85 0.88 0.20 0.06

3 Alternative Model 2: Direct Path from DL to outcomes 321.44 147 2.18 0.89 0.86 0.88 0.83 0.20 0.07

N = 224. Age is controlled in all models. DL, Despotic Leadership; EE, Emotional Exhaustion; Outcomes, life satisfaction and work family conflict.

FIGURE 2 | Hypothesized Mediation Model. N = 224. DL, Despotic Leadership; EE, Emotional Exhaustion; TA, Trait Anxiety; LS, Life Satisfaction. Age is controlled
for Despotic Leadership and Life Satisfaction.

show that the interaction for work-family conflict is
stronger when anxiety is high (i.e., β = 0.42, p < 0.001)
than when it is low (β = 0.23, p < 0.001). Similarly, the
interaction for life satisfaction is negative when anxiety is

high (β = −0.40, p < 0.001), whereas it becomes insignificant
when anxiety is low (β = −0.05, p > 0.05) as given in Table 5.
These results are in line with our proposed moderation
hypotheses.
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TABLE 4 | Standardized direct path coefficients of the hypothesized model.

Path Estimate SE

H1 (a) DL→WFC 0.55∗∗∗ 0.08

(b) DL→LS −0.27∗∗∗ 0.08

H2 DL→EE 0.53∗∗∗ 0.05

H3 (a) EE→WFC 0.25∗∗ 0.06

(b) EE→LS −0.15∗ 0.08

Bootstrap Results for Indirect Effects

(Bias Corrected Confidence Interval Method)

Paths Effect SE LL 99%CI UL 99%CI

H4 a DL→EE→WFC 0.138 0.01 0.04 0.27

H4 b DL→EE→LS −0.08 0.03 −0.20

N = 224. Bootstrap sample size = 5,000. Age is controlled in all models. ∗∗∗p ≤ 0.001, ∗∗p ≤ 0.01, ∗p ≤ 0.05. T1, time 1; T2, time 2. DL, Despotic Leadership; EE,
Emotional Exhaustion; LS, Life Satisfaction; WFC, Work family conflict; LL, lower limit; CI, confidence interval; UL, upper limit.

TABLE 5 | Moderation analysis.

Moderation Analysis Results (Bootstrap 95%Confidence Interval)

Life Satisfaction Work Family Conflict

β SE LLCI ULCI β SE LLCI ULCI

Constant 5.77 0.55 4.69 6.86 2.63 0.33 1.96 3.30

TA −0.112∗ 0.09 −0.30 −0.07 0.122∗ 0.05 0.01 0.23

DL −0.175∗∗ 0.09 −0.35 −0.01 0.32∗∗∗ 0.05 0.21 0.43

TAxDL −0.236∗∗∗ 0.07 −0.38 −0.08 0.09∗ 0.04 0.01 0.19

1R2 due to Interaction 0.037∗∗∗ 0.015∗

Slope Test

Moderator: TA

−0.98 −0.05 0.121 −0.185 0.295 0.231∗∗∗ 0.07 0.08 0.37

0.00 −0.17∗∗∗ 0.093 −0.359 0.007 0.326∗∗∗ 0.05 0.21 0.43

+0.98 −0.40∗∗∗ 0.117 −0.639 −0.174 0.421∗ 0.07 0.27 0.56

N = 224. Unstandardized regression coefficients are reported. DL, Despotic Leadership; TA, Trait Anxiety; Bootstrap sample size = 5,000. LL, lower limit; CI, confidence
interval; UL, upper limit. ∗p ≤ 0.05, ∗∗p ≤ 0.01, ∗∗∗p ≤ 0.001.

DISCUSSION

By integrating despotic leadership, anxiety, work-family conflict,
and life satisfaction with the CORs theory, we find evidence of an
indirect effect of despotic leadership on work-family conflict and
life satisfaction via emotional exhaustion. Our findings indicate
that emotional exhaustion partially mediates the relationship of
despotic leadership with work-family conflict and life satisfaction.
We also show that highly anxious employees are more prone
respond negatively to despotic leadership, increasing work-family
conflict and decreasing life satisfaction. These findings, which
are in line with previous research (Story and Repetti, 2006;
Carlson et al., 2011, 2012; Kant et al., 2013), suggest that despotic
leaders have harmful effects on their subordinates’ home lives
and that these effects intensify when subordinates are anxious.
These findings are in line with previous research. Given these
findings, this study contributes to the literature on dark side of

leadership, employee wellbeing, and CORs theory. This study also
revealed a significant correlation between age of the subordinates
and perceived despotic leadership and life satisfaction. The
demographic variables are supposed to be controlled in studies
intended to measure employee attitudes and behaviors (Riordan
et al., 2003). Therefore, we controlled age in the mediation
model.

Theoretical Implications
This study makes theoretical contributions to both the dark
side of leadership literature and the work-family literature. We
extend both the despotic leadership and work-family literatures
by investigating the relationships between despotic leadership
and subordinates’ work-family conflict and life satisfaction in
Pakistan’s cultural setting, which is ranked high in collectivism,
uncertainty avoidance, and power distance (Hofstede, 1983). Our
research shows that the negative effects of despotic leadership

Frontiers in Psychology | www.frontiersin.org 8 May 2018 | Volume 9 | Article 601

https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology/
https://www.frontiersin.org/
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology#articles


fpsyg-09-00601 May 3, 2018 Time: 11:47 # 9

Nauman et al. Despotic Leadership Harms Employee Homelife

FIGURE 3 | Interaction plot for WFC. DL, Despotic Leadership; TA, Trait
Anxiety; WFC, Work Family Conflict. N = 224.

extend beyond the work domain to affect subordinates’ non-
work lives. We also provide insights into how despotic leadership
relates to the family domain via emotional exhaustion. The
interactions between despotic leaders and their subordinates
leave subordinates emotionally exhausted and prone to work-
family conflict and low life satisfaction. Finally, we identify
a boundary condition drawn by anxiety on the relationship
between despotic leadership and the family domain.

Practical Implications
An important practical implication is that despotic leadership
has detrimental effects on the home lives and life satisfaction of
subordinates who work in the service sector. An organization
that fails to identify leaders who have despotic tendencies and an
overarching desire for power risks having emotionally exhausted
and dissatisfied employees. The ideal is for organizations to avoid
appointing such leaders in the first place, but steps can also be
taken to reduce subordinates’ emotional exhaustion by giving
them easy access to the human resources department, where
they can give confidential feedback about the despotic supervisor.
Confidentiality is essential as despotic leaders are likely to
manipulate and harm subordinates who give such feedback.
When feedback is provided about despotic leaders, grievances
should be addressed by means of appropriate investigation.
Checks and balances can help to prevent despotic leadership
(Padilla et al., 2007). As booksellers’ work is incentive-based,
reward and incentives like company recognition and job-
promotion opportunities can help to increase subordinates’ self-
esteem (Ceschi et al., 2017) and reduce emotional exhaustion.
Interventions like psychological training can also reduce
emotional exhaustion and work disengagement (Costantini et al.,
2017).

Another practical implication is that the harmful effects of
despotic leadership on subordinates can be attenuated if HR
fosters positive organizational climate for reducing despotic
leadership and provides support to the subordinates who
suffered. Engaging employees in such recovery activities as
relaxation, personal control, psychological detachment, and

FIGURE 4 | Interaction plot for life satisfaction. DL, Despotic Leadership; TA,
Trait Anxiety; LS, Life Satisfaction. N = 224.

exercise can help them reduce the anxiety that leads to work-
life conflict and life dissatisfaction (Erfurt et al., 1992; Sonnentag
et al., 2008, 2010).

Strengths, Limitations and Suggestions
for Future Research
A major limitation to the present study is that all participants
were male, and all were drawn from two publishing houses.
Future research should examine both genders and additional
occupations to determine the extent to which the findings can be
generalized.

Another limitation is that all of the data was collected through
self-reports. Studies that rely on self-reports can suffer from
common method variance (Podsakoff et al., 2003), However,
the study’s research design minimizes such concerns, as the
data for the independent variable and the moderator, that
for the mediator, and that for work-family conflict and life
satisfaction were collected at different times that helped to avoid
common method variance (Podsakoff et al., 2012). A study on
addressing the issues of common method variance by Johnson
et al. (2011) found that 3-week gap between predictors and
criterion variables decreased correlations between constructs by
43 percent. Moreover, nature of all variables require self-reports
of the subordinates like rating the perceived despotic leadership.
The time-lagged design also addresses reverse causality between
variables in mediation models. Moreover, the correlation size
from low to moderate reveals that there is no issue of common
method variance among all study variables. To improve the
results’ accuracy, all of the data were collected from the same
employees and matched time lagged responses. As participants
responded to the survey voluntarily and at their convenience, we
have considered the possibility of a self-selection bias. However,
as the response rate across three waves of data collection was
comparatively high, we argue that a strong influence of a self-
selection bias on the subsequent results is unlikely.

The strength of the study is that it was conducted in Pakistan,
which provides an ideal context in which to examine the
negative aspects of despotic leadership (Naseer et al., 2016).
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Subordinates in high power-distant and collectivistic cultures are
expected to do what they are told to do by their supervisors
and accept power inequalities. However, despotic leaders goes
beyond controlling and self-serving behavior and are engaged
in exploitative and unethical acts which can drain subordinates
resources and heighten emotional exhaustion, reducing life
satisfaction and increasing work-family conflict. Subordinates in
certainty-avoidant cultures like that of Pakistan also prefer to
stay in their jobs—even those they dislike—so they seldom do
anything about the inter-role conflict that results in work-family
conflict and life dissatisfaction and thus suffer in their home lives,
especially if they have high levels of anxiety.

As the data for the current study was collected at three points
in time, future researchers may consider measuring the daily
effects of despotic leadership. Future research could also examine
other factors that may influence the day-to-day variance in the
effects of despotic leadership, such as lack of sleep. There is also
room to clarify this interface further by examining additional
moderators of such relationships, such as emotional intelligence,
organizational justice, faith and social support.

CONCLUSION

This study extends research on the dark side of leadership
by showing that despotic leadership has negative effects on
work-family conflict and life satisfaction. Despotic leadership
is related to work-family conflict via emotional exhaustion,
and the interaction of anxiety with despotic leadership has

negative effects on work-family conflict and life satisfaction.
Thus, despotic leadership socially undermines subordinates.
This study should stimulate research on how to control
and attenuate the harmful impacts of despotic leadership on
employees in service organizations in order to enhance their
wellbeing.
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