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Abstract 
 

Instructional leaders of the school building influence teachers’ well-being. While there have been 
many studies conducted regarding reasons teachers leave the classroom, very few studies 
focused on the differences between leader behaviors and teacher well-being The purpose of this 
research study was to determine if there were statistically significant differences between leader 
behaviors and teacher well-being at high and low socioeconomic schools located in Alabama.  The 
study used survey data from the Multi-factor Leadership Questionnaire (MLQ-5X) Instrument and 
the Teacher Subjective Well-Being Questionnaire (TSWQ) using an online Qualtrics platform.  
The study surveyed 46 participants in the high socioeconomic group and 44 participants in the low 
socioeconomic group. An independent samples t-test was conducted to determine if any significant 
differences exist between high and low socioeconomic schools regarding leader behaviors and 
teacher well-being. The results indicated that there was a statistically significant difference in the 
leader behavior between low and high socioeconomic schools but not a statistically significant 
difference between teacher well-being between low and high socioeconomic schools. 
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Introduction 
 

The National Center for Education Statistics (NCES) (2015) reported that teachers in high-
poverty schools, 75% or more students receiving free or reduced lunch, moved between schools at 
a rate of 12%. Meanwhile, 50% or less students receiving free or reduced lunch teachers in mid to 
low poverty schools and fewer left for other schools at a 6% rate. While many studies have been 
conducted to determine why teachers left the classroom, very few focused on the differences 
between leader behaviors and teacher well-being in low and high socioeconomic schools. 
Educators’ well-being is likely to prosper in environments that embody sustainability principles 
(Shirley et al., 2020).  

Administrators who exhibited toxic behaviors damaged organizations by increasing 
turnover intentions and reducing job satisfaction of personnel (Bakkal et al., 2019). Darling-
Hammond et al. (2007) indicated that the lack of adequate leadership sets up both principals and 
educators for failure, which contributes to high attrition rates among principals and educators in 
lower-performing schools. Murakami et al. (2017) concluded that the school principal played a 
vital role in developing relationships among faculty, staff, and the school community. 

Torff and Sessions (2009) mentioned that principals in high and low-performing schools 
saw similar deficiencies, indicating that teacher ineffectiveness varied little across schools that 
differed in socioeconomic status. While current research reported factors affecting student 
achievement in low and high socioeconomic status schools, there was not enough research to 
support whether leaders behave differently or if teachers feel differently in high and low 
socioeconomic schools. The studies did not address the differences between schools of both levels 
of socioeconomic status. 
 
Problem Statement 

This quantitative, comparative research study aimed to determine if there were statistically 
significant differences between leader behaviors and teacher well-being at high and low 
socioeconomic schools. It was unknown to what extent differences existed between leader 
behaviors and teacher well-being at different schools of varying socioeconomic statuses. This 
causal-comparative quantitative study provided data on whether differences existed in leader 
behaviors and teacher well-being at high and low socioeconomic schools. 

 
Review of Literature 

 
A synthesized research review of literature on leader behaviors and teacher well-being in 

the current educational environment addressed the underlying reasons teachers chose to stay or 
leave the teaching profession. Creating a supportive school climate was the school leader’s 
responsibility (Meristo & Eisenschmidt, 2014). School leaders who fostered a community of 
shared ideas and experiences positively influenced teachers in the learning environment (Meristo 
& Eisenschmidt, 2014). When school leaders and teachers worked together to solve problems and 
achieve common goals, teachers felt supported, which directly impacted student achievement, 
teacher commitment, turnover, and collegiality (Singh & Billingsley, 1998). 

Kelloway et al. (2012) stated that transformational leaders look beyond their own needs to 
develop long-term goals, which result in the well-being of the followers and the organization. 
Shamir et al. (1993) stated that theories of charismatic or transformational leadership had a 
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profound effect on followers. Charismatic leadership has the effect of emotional attachment to the 
leader on the part of the followers, emotional and motivational reaction of the followers, and 
improving the follower’s demeanor regarding the mission presented by the leader. 

Leadership skills allow leaders to be a resource for changing the workplace with their 
interactions (Alqahtani, 2015). Stress and emotional exhaustion were evident in most workplace 
environments when employees were not supported or feared being harassed or bullied by a 
supervisor. Authentic leadership with relationship-building strategies showed less workplace 
bullying (Parchment & Andrews, 2019). Leaders that did not build strong relationships with 
employees were found to have more workplace bullying (Parchment & Andrews, 2019). 

According to Dyck (2001), toxic leadership leads to poor employee health, which in turn 
can increase organizations’ benefit costs, absenteeism, employee withdrawal (Macklem, 2005), 
poor performance, and decreased collaboration (Wilson-Starks, 2003), as well as an increase in 
teacher turnover (Flynn, 1999). Leadership behaviors and styles influence job factors, including 
turnover intention, job performance, discipline, responsibility, and lack of staff (Hajdukova et al., 
2015). Negative actions in the workplace environment affected the mental stability and emotional 
well-being of employees affected by others' actions (Humair & Ejaz, 2019). 

According to Bass and Avolio (1994a), laissez-faire leadership referred to the absence or 
lack of leadership and was the most ineffective leadership style. In the conclusion of his study, 
Nielsen (2013) found a strong relationship between laissez-faire leadership and bullying in the 
workplace. Transformational and authentic leadership styles were found to have a lower risk of 
work group bullying, suggesting that leaders who were morally strong and showed compassion 
and concern for employees in the work environment reduced, workplace bullying (Nielsen, 2013). 

School leaders played an integral role in inequities that prevented the academic 
achievement of students living in poverty (Fortner et al., 2021). Several studies were cited that 
focused on educational and social science research, poverty based on income inequity was a strong 
influencing factor that created obstacles for public school students regarding their social, 
emotional, and academic development and success and the quality of living conditions (Akom, 
2011; Almy & Tooley, 2012; Berliner, 2013; Bomer et al., 2008; Johnson et al., 2018). Flint (2018) 
found that poverty played a huge role in perpetuating the achievement gap in math and English 
between students raised in low-income families and students from high-income families. 

 
Methods 

 
The participants included teachers from the elementary, middle, and high schools in two 

different school districts in Alabama. The final sample size was 90 participants- 46 from a high 
socioeconomic school district and 44 from a low socioeconomic school district. One school district 
had approximately 2,000 students across six schools with 145 teachers. This school district had 
86% free and reduced lunch and represented low socioeconomic schools in the research study. 
School A (17 teachers), B (21 teachers), C (19 teachers), D (28 teachers), E (19 teachers), and F 
(42 teachers) were schooled in the research study. The second school district had approximately 
4,400 students across six schools with 297 teachers. School G (32 teachers), School H (52 
teachers), School I (35 teachers), School J (35 teachers), School K (75 teachers), and School L (66 
teachers) were recruited as high socio-economic schools in the research study. Each school G-L 
had fewer than one percent of students who qualified for free or reduced lunch. 
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The research study used the Multifactor Leadership Questionnaire (MLQ-5X) 
transformational leadership subscale and the Teacher Subjective Well-being Questionnaire 
(TSWQ). An online questionnaire was administered using Qualtrics to a selection of teachers 
located in two school systems in the same state. Teachers self-reported their perception of leader 
behaviors and their current state of well-being at school via the questionnaire. 

The TSWQ utilizes a four-point Likert scale (1=almost never, 2=sometimes, 3=often, 
4=almost always) to determine overall teacher well-being. Two constructs of school connectedness 
and teaching efficacy can be determined using this instrument by adding every other question for 
a subtotal within the full scale. This survey supplied information regarding teacher well-being and 
was used to determine if there were differences between high and low socioeconomic schools 
regarding teacher well-being. 

The first research question considered high and low socioeconomic schools' differences in 
transformational leadership characteristics. The second research question involved the differences 
in high and low socioeconomic schools on key components of well-being, including school 
connectedness and teaching efficacy. 

The MLQ-5X was used to determine the level of leader behaviors that exhibit 
transformational leadership, transactional leadership, passive avoidant behavior, and leadership 
outcomes. For this study, the researchers focused on transformational leadership behaviors and the 
differences between teacher perceptions at low and high-socioeconomic schools. This instrument 
used a Likert scale (0=Not at all, 1=once in a while, 2=sometimes, 3=fairly often, 4=frequently, if 
not always) to determine leadership styles when rated by followers. Idealized influence or 
attributes (II or IA), inspirational motivation (IM), intellectual stimulation (IS), and individualized 
consideration (IC) are measured on the MLQ-5X short form to demonstrate the impact of this 
leadership style on the organizational structure. A confirmatory factor analysis (CFA) was 
conducted to ensure that the construct reliabilities were consistent. These reliabilities ranged from 
0.63 to 0.90 for the complete six-factor MLQ-5X. None of the constructs II, IC, IM, IS, or IC were 
measured as less than 0.70. The goodness of fit was .84, which led to a “reasonable fit” to the data 
in the Confirmatory Factor Analysis for the MLQ-5X (Muenjohn & Armstrong, 2008). 

  
Table 1 

 Transformational Leadership Characteristics 

                    Characteristics                                    Question numbers 
Idealized Influence (Attributes)- IA 
Idealized Influence (Behaviors)- IB 
Inspirational Motivation-I IM 
Intellectual Stimulation- IS 
Individual Consideration- IC 

                   10, 18, 21, & 25 
            6, 14, 23, & 34   

9, 13, 26, & 36 
2, 8, 30, & 32 

                  15, 19, 29, & 31 
  

The researchers, in employing is comparative quantitative design, determined if there were 
differences between leader behaviors and teacher well-being in low and high-socioeconomic 
schools. Data were collected from 90 teachers. The SPSS v. 28 was used to analyze the data 
descriptively and inferentially (via independent t-tests for two research questions). The first 
research question addressed the differences between the independent variable of school status (low 
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or high socioeconomic status) and the leader behaviors in the ratings of teachers’ perceptions. The 
second research question addressed the differences between the independent variable of school 
status (low or high socioeconomic status) and the overall well-being of teachers. 

The independent variable of school status represented whether a school was categorized as 
low socioeconomic or high socioeconomic. The operational level of the independent variable was 
socioeconomic status, where schools have 75% or higher percentage of students who qualified for 
free or reduced lunch were considered low socioeconomic status. Schools with 25% or fewer 
students who qualified for free and reduced lunch were considered high socioeconomic status. The 
measurement level of the independent variable was nominal.  

The dependent variables came from the self-concept theory, and characteristics of 
transformational leadership focused on the leader’s behaviors. Conceptually, leaders' tone and 
support for followers, ability to communicate the mission and vision, and school culture and 
climate influenced followers’ feelings and perceptions of the school environment. The operational 
level of the dependent variables was transformational leadership characteristics and how highly 
teachers rated their well-being. The measurement level of the dependent variables was the score 
derived from the transformational leadership scale of the (MLQ-5X and overall teacher well-being 
from the TSWQ. 
 
Limitations/Delimitations  

The researchers recognized that the sample size was small, so the generalizability of the 
findings and conclusions was limited. The reason for the small sample size is that many 
participants, from both high and low socioeconomic schools, did not complete the survey in its 
entirety. The survey was administered a few weeks after the new school year began. Many teachers 
were busy setting routines, getting to know their new students and families, and completing 
beginning-of-the-year items for their schools. This may have caused some teachers not to 
participate. 

 
Results 

 
In testing null hypothesis #1 (there is no statistically significant differences in leader 

behaviors between high and low socioeconomic schools exist), the researchers ran the Shapiro-
Wilk test and a Q-Q plot to test for normality of the data that found a significance value of less 
than .05 indicating that there was not a normal distribution of data violating the assumption of 
normality. To test the assumption of homogeneity of variance, the researchers used Levene’s Test 
for Equality of Variances. Based on Levene’s Test for Equality of Variances, the assumption of 
homogeneity of variances was not violated, F(.000) = .997, p = .039. An alpha of .05 was used to 
interpret this result. Equal variances can be assumed. 

The researchers used descriptive statistics for the first research question: Are there 
differences in perceived leader behaviors between high and low socioeconomic schools? The 
independent variable was socioeconomic status. Transformational Leadership subscale on the 
MLQ-5X had Cronbach’s α = .79 in previous research studies in MLQ Manual compared to the 
Cronbach’s α = .976 found by the researchers in this study.  Due to the violation of the normality 
assumption, a Mann-Whitney U was conducted to determine if significance was found. A 
significance level of less than .05 was found on the transformational leadership behavior data 
confirming the significance found in the independent samples t-test. The effect size according to 
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Cohen’s d result of 1.16. indicates that the difference between the high and low socioeconomic 
groups was significant. 

 
Table 2  
Transformational Leadership Behavior- Mann-Whitney U 
                                                   Asymp. sig. (2-tailed)            

Overall 
transformational 
leadership 

 .010  

 
Then, an independent Mann Whitney t-test to analyze null hypothesis 2. (There is no 

statistically significant differences exist between self-reported teacher well-being in high and low 
socioeconomic schools.) The researchers ran the Shapiro-Wilk test and a Q-Q plot to test for 
normality of the data that found a significance value of less than .05 indicating that there was not 
a normal distribution of data violating the assumption of normality. The researcher used Levene’s 
Test for Equality of Variances to test the assumption of homogeneity of variance. Based on 
Levene’s Test for Equality of Variances, the assumption of homogeneity of variances was not 
violated, F(1.636) = .204, p = .435. An alpha of .05 was used to interpret this result. Equal variances 
can be assumed.  

Due to the violation of the normality assumption, a Mann-Whitney U was conducted to 
determine if significance was found. A significance level of more than .05 was found on the teacher 
well-being data, confirming the lack of significance in the independent samples t-test. The null 
hypothesis was confirmed as there are no statistically significant differences in teacher well-being 
between high and low socioeconomic schools.  
 

Table 3 
Group Statistics 

                                            Group size         TL Mean      SD         TW Mean      SD 
Low socioeconomic 
High socioeconomic 
Total group 

    44 
    46 
    90 

      2.88        1.14 
        2.37        1.17 
      2.62        1.18 

  3.39         .64 
  3.29         .55 
  3.34         .59 

 
Recommendations for Future Research and Practice 

 
In this described study, the researchers found that the data showed a difference in leader 

behavior between high and low socioeconomic schools, but it did not show a difference in the 
well-being of teachers. When creating true equity, the disposition of the educational leaders may 
play an important role in developing, fostering, and enhancing the socially-just transformation of 
the school culture in attending to the needs of children living in poverty (Fortner et al., 2021). The 
following is a list of recommendations for future research concerning leader behavior and teacher 
well-being in low and high-socioeconomic schools.  
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The researchers recommend quantitative research as the appropriate choice for this study. For 
example, interview questions related to transformational leadership would allow the researchers 
to see feelings, and behaviors, and hear personal experiences from the participants. The qualitative 
portion seeks to understand the social issues by answering the study’s how, why, and what (Hesse-
Biber, 2017). Conduct a comparison study of transformational leadership classes within an 
administrator preparation program at the university level with administrator preparation programs 
that do not include transformational leadership instruction.  

 
Conclusions 

 
The findings of this study have contributed new information regarding differences in leader 

behaviors and teacher well-being based on the socioeconomic status of their schools that were not 
discovered in the literature review. Leadership and job satisfaction are the basic elements that 
determine how an organization can reach its goals (Bakkal et al., 2019). Leadership behaviors 
influence job satisfaction, and leadership style influences, factors such as turnover intention and 
job performance (Hajdukova et al., 2015). Leaders should be available to observe students in the 
learning environment and talk with students about what they are learning. As a follow-up, leaders 
need to meet with teachers to collaboratively reflect on student observations to determine which 
areas teachers feel need more support. Instructional leadership and distributed leadership are 
significantly and directly associated with teacher job satisfaction and self-efficacy (Liu et al., 
2021). Teachers feel valued, appreciated, and important when included in conversations regarding 
achievement and effective practices.  

  



100  

References 
 

Akom, A. (2011). Eco-Apartheid: linking environmental health to educational outcomes. 
Teachers College Record, 113(4), 831–859. 
https://doi.org/10.1177%2F016146811111300404 

Allen, N., Grigsby, B., & Peters, M. L. (2015). Does leadership matter? Examining the 
relationship among transformational leadership, school climate, and student achievement. 
NCPEA International Journal of Educational Leadership Preparation 10(2), 1-22. 
http://www.ncpeapublications.org 

Almy, S., & Tooley, M. (2012). Building and sustaining talent: Creating conditions in high-
poverty schools that support effective teaching and learning. Education Trust.  
https://files.eric.ed.gov/fulltext/ED543216.pdf 

Alqahtani, A. A. (2015). Teachers' perceptions of principals' motivating language and public 
school climates in Kuwait. Management in Education, 29(3), 125-131. 
https://doi.org/10.1177/0892020615584104 

Bakkal, E., Serener, B., & Myrvang, N. A. (2019). Toxic leadership and turnover intention: 
Mediating role of job satisfaction. Revista de Cercetare si Interventie Sociala, 66, 88-
102. https://doi.org/10.33788/rcis.666 

Bass, B. M. (1999). Two decades of research and development in transformational leadership. 
European Journal of Work and Organizational Psychology, 8(1), 9-
32. https://doi.org/10.1080/135943299398410 

Bass, B. M., & Avolio, B. J. (1994). Transformational leadership and organizational 
culture. International Journal of Public Administration, 17(3-4), 541-554. 
https://doi.org/10.1080/01900699408524907 

Bass, B. M., & Avolio, B. J. (1994a). Transformational leadership development: Manual for the 
multifactor leadership questionnaire. Consulting Psychologists Press Inc.   

Berliner, D. (2013). Effects of inequality and poverty vs. teachers and schooling on America’s 
youth. Teachers College Press.  https://doi.org/10.1177%2F016146811311501203 

Bomer, R., Dworin, J., May, L., & Semingson, P. (2008). Miseducating teachers about the poor: 
A critical analysis of Ruby Payne's claims about poverty. Teachers College 
Record, 110(12), 2497-2531.  https://doi.org/10.1177%2F016146810811001201 

Darling-Hammond, L., LaPointe, M., Meyerson, D., Orr, M. T., & Cohen, C., Finance Project-
WestEd, & Stanford Educational Leadership Institute (SELI). (2007). Preparing school 
leaders for a changing world: Lessons from exemplary leadership development 
programs. Stanford University, Stanford Educational Leadership Institute. 
https://edpolicy.stanford.edu/sites/default/files/publications/preparing-school-leaders-
changing-world-lessons-exemplary-leadership-development-programs_1.pdf 

Dicke, T., Marsh, H. W., Parker, P. D., Guo, J., Riley, P., & Waldeyer, J. (2020). Job satisfaction 
of teachers and their principals in relation to climate and student achievement. Journal of 
Educational Psychology, 112(5), 1061-1073. https://doi.org/10.1037/edu0000409 



101  

Dyck, D. (2001, March). Toxic workplace: Is your organization making workers sick? Poor 
management practices erode employee health and send benefits costs soaring. Benefits 
Canada, 25(3), 52.  

Flint, T. (2018). The price of inequality: The achievement gap and the high cost to America’s 
future. California Schools Quarterly Publication of the California School Boards 
Association, 77(1), 22-33.  https://medium.com/@CSBA/the-price-of-inequality-
db8d74a0594 

Flynn, G. (1999, August). Stop toxic managers before they stop you. Workforce, 78(8), 40. 
https://workforce.com/news/stop-toxic-managers-before-they-stop-you 

Fortner, K. M., Lalas, J., & Strikwerda, H. (2021). Embracing asset-based school leadership 
dispositions in advancing true equity and academic achievement for students living in 
poverty. Journal of Leadership, Equity, and Research, 7(1), 1-19. 
https://eric.ed.gov/?id=EJ1288402 

Hajdukova, A., Klementova, J., & Klementova, J. J. (2015). The job satisfaction as a regulator of 
the working behaviour. Procedia - Social and Behavioral Sciences, 190, 471–476. 
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.sbspro.2015.05.028 

Hesse-Biber, S. N. (2017). The practice of qualitative research: Engaging students in the 
research process (3rd ed.). Sage. 

Humair, S., & Ejaz, S. S. (2019). Effect of perceived bullying at workplace on emotions related 
to job commitment. Abasyn University Journal of Social Science, 12(1), 100-107. 
https://doi.org/10.34091/AJSS.12.1.09 

Johnson, S., Reinhorn, S., & Simon, N. (2018). Ending isolation: The payoff of teacher teams in 
successful high-poverty urban schools. Teachers College Record, 120,1-46. 
https://doi.org/10.1177%2F016146811812000502 

Kelloway, E. K., Turner, N., Barling, J., & Loughlin, C. (2012). Transformational leadership and 
employee psychological well-being: The mediating role of employee trust in leadership. 
Work & Stress, 26(1), 39–55. https://doi.org/10.1080/02678373.2012.660774 

Liu, Y., Bellibaş, M. Ş., & Gümüş, S. (2021). The Effect of Instructional Leadership and 
Distributed Leadership on Teacher Self-efficacy and Job Satisfaction: Mediating Roles of 
Supportive School Culture and Teacher Collaboration. Educational Management 
Administration & Leadership, 49(3), 430- 453. 
https://doi.org/10.1177/1741143220910438 

Macklem, K. (2005). The toxic workplace: A poisoned atmosphere can wreak 
havoc.(leadership). Maclean’s, 118, 34-35. 
https://archive.macleans.ca/article/2005/1/31/the-toxic-workplace 

Meristo, M., & Eisenschmidt, E. (2014). Novice teachers’ perceptions of school climate and self-
efficacy. International Journal of Educational Research, 67, 1-10. 
https://doi:10.1016/j.ijer.2014.04.003 

Miller, A. D., Ramirez, E. M., & Murdock, T. B. (2017). The influence of teachers’ self-efficacy 
on perceptions: Perceived teacher competence and respect and student effort and 



102  

achievement. Teach. Teach. Educ., 64, 260–269. 
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.tate.2017.02.008  

Muenjohn, N., & Armstrong, A. (2008).  Evaluating the structural validity of the multifactor 
leadership questionnaire (MLQ), Capturing the leadership factors of transformational-
transactional leadership. Contemporary Management Research 4(1), 3-
14. https://doi.org/10.7903/cmr.704 

Murakami, E. T., Kearney, S. W., Scott, L., & Alfaro, P. (2018). Leadership for the improvement 
of a high poverty/high minority school. International Studies in Educational 
Administration (Commonwealth Council for Educational Administration & Management 
(CCEAM)), 46(1), 2–21. 
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/327867950_An_examination_of_one_high-
_povertyhigh_minority_school_in_need_of_improvement_International_Studies_in_Edu
cational_Administration 

National Center of Education Statistics. (2015). Teacher turnover: Stayers, movers, and leavers. 
Retrieved from https://nces.ed.gov/programs/coe/indicator_slc.asp 

Nielsen, M. B. (2013). Bullying in work groups: The impact of leadership. Scandinavian Journal 
of Psychology, 54(2), 127-136. https://doi.org/10.1111/sjop.12011 

Parchment, J., & Andrews, D. (2019). The incidence of workplace bullying and related 
environmental factors among nurse managers. JONA: The Journal of Nursing 
Administration, 49(3), 132–137. https://doi.org/10.1097/NNA.0000000000000726 

Renshaw, T. L. (2020). Teacher subjective wellbeing questionnaire (TSWQ): Measure and user 
guide. Open Science Framework. https://osf.io/6548v 

Shamir, B., House, R. J., & Arthur, M. B. (1993). The motivational effects of charismatic 
leadership: A self-concept-based theory. Organization Science, 4(4), 577–594. 
https://www.jstor.org/stable/2635081?seq=1 

Shirley, D., Hargreaves, A., & Washington-Wangia, S. (2020). The sustainability and 
unsustainability of teachers’ and leaders’ well-being. Teaching and Teacher Education, 
92. https://doi-org/10.1016/j.tate.2019.102987 

Singh, K., & Billingsley, B. S. (1998). Professional support and its effects on teachers’ 
commitment. The Journal of Educational Research, 91(4), 229-
239. https://doi.org/10.1080/00220679809597548 

Torff, B., & Sessions, D. (2009). Principals' perceptions of the causes of teacher ineffectiveness 
in different secondary subjects. Teacher Education Quarterly, 36(3),127-148. Retrieved 
from http://www.jstor.org/stable/23479193 

Wilson-Starks, K. Y. (2003). Toxic leadership. Transleadership, Inc. 
https://transleadership.com/wp-content/uploads/ToxicLeadership.pdf 

  


