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Abstract: This study aimed to test the effect of toxic leadership on turnover intentions and whether
burnout syndrome mediates this relationship. This study’s sample consists of 309 participants who
work in organizations based in Portugal and Angola. The results indicate that toxic leadership
positively and significantly affects burnout syndrome and turnover intentions. As for burnout,
only the disengagement dimension positively and significantly affects turnover intentions. Disen-
gagement partially mediates the relationship between toxic leadership and turnover intentions for
participants working in Portugal and a total mediation effect for participants working in Angola.
Organizations should be concerned about the leadership style adopted by their leaders, because if
there is a toxic leader, this will lead to burnout syndrome in their subordinates and cause them to
leave the organization, since turnover intentions are the best predictor of voluntary departure from
the organization.

Keywords: toxic leadership; burnout syndrome; turnover intentions; quantitative study

1. Introduction

Leadership is fundamental to the functioning of organizations. Leaders are responsible
for steering the organization, defining objectives, managing resources, and developing the
team. Their role is also important in defining the culture and identity of organizations.
They also play an important role as agents of change (Ferreira et al. 2001; Antonakis and
House 2014).

The importance that leadership processes assume in the organizational context is
reflected in the evolution of this topic over time and in the profusion of published studies
(Bono and Judge 2004). Al Khajeh (2018) refers to leadership as one of the critical factors
determining an organization’s success. At the level of individuals, several studies focus
on issues related to job satisfaction and the health and well-being of workers (Vance and
Larson 2002). Nyberg et al. (2005) address the impact of different leadership styles on
organizational turnover, stress levels among workers, particularly in burnout syndrome,
and worker alienation. However, it was not until more recently that studies directly
addressed the impact of destructive leadership in general and toxic leadership in particular
on workers gained ground.

Recently, burnout has also become one of the main themes of social psychology, as it
represents a severe threat to professionals’ physical and psychological health (Gomes et al.
2022). The literature has established that burnout is detrimental to employees’ health and
has negative effects at an organizational level (Sinval et al. 2022). It has, therefore, been
associated with high levels of turnover intentions (Ducharme et al. 2008).

For Maslach and Leiter (2016), one of the antecedents of burnout syndrome is toxic
leadership. When employees perceive that their leader has toxic behaviors, does not
support them, and does not recognize their performance, these factors potentiate the
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development of burnout syndrome, causing them to quickly reach high levels of exhaustion
(Maslach and Leiter 2016).

Empirical studies, particularly in the health sector, have addressed the problem of
employee retention, showing that job security and satisfaction facilitate the retention of
these professionals (Aman-Ullah et al. 2023). Tett and Meyer (1993) defined turnover
intention as “the conscious and deliberate intention to leave the organization” (p. 262).

Leadership style has been identified as one of the antecedents of turnover intentions
(Basak et al. 2013). According to Labrague et al. (2020), employees working under support-
ive leaders, such as transformational leaders, have lower turnover intentions than those
working under leaders who portray toxic characteristics.

Its impact and prevalence lead us to predict that this is still a field of study with great
potential for growth in research and intervention in organizations.

This raises the following research questions:
Why does toxic leadership lead to an increase in turnover intentions?
What role does burnout play in the relationship between toxic leadership and turnover

intentions? This study aims to test the effect of toxic leadership on turnover intentions and
whether burnout syndrome is the mechanism that explains this relationship.

2. Literature Review
2.1. Toxic Leadership

The first step to better understanding toxic leadership is to know its definition. Milo-
sevic et al. (2020) define toxic leadership as leadership focused on maintaining control
through attempts at toxic influence. Although relatively unintentional, according to the
authors, toxic leadership causes severe damage through leaders’ erratic behavior and in-
competence. For Matos et al. (2018), toxic leadership is motivated by their agendas, which
leaders try to implement. These agendas are implemented and maintained at the expense
of organizations and colleagues. Toxic leaders can be narcissistic, abusive, authoritarian,
and focused on self-promotion. They resort to bullying, intimidation, public reprimand, or
unethical choices. Other practices of this type of leadership include withholding informa-
tion, micromanaging tasks, and destroying interpersonal relationships between colleagues
to achieve their goals, namely self-promotion with hierarchical superiors.

Schmidt (2008) considers toxic leaders to be narcissistic and self-promoting since they
develop abusive, unpredictable behavior patterns, as well as authoritarian supervision,
which are the factors that distinguish this type of leadership from other types of destructive
leadership. According to Schmidt (2008), toxic leadership is made up of five dimensions:

(a) Abusive supervision—toxic leaders do not respect their peers and subordinates.
(b) Authoritarian leadership—leaders restrict employees’ capacity for autonomy and initiative.
(c) Narcissism—the leader shows great self-interest.
(d) Self-promotion—the leader promotes his or her interests by threatening rivals or

highly skilled employees.
(e) Unpredictability—the leader does not maintain a consistent pattern of behavior.

There are many implications of toxic leadership, with negative effects on employees
and the organization (Behery et al. 2018). It can be destructive for all organization members
and cause fragmentation (Özer et al. 2017). In Brown’s (2019) view, the consequences
go beyond economic results and employee performance, affecting the mental health of
employees exposed to this type of treatment. It would be necessary to understand the
causes and consequences of toxic leadership to devise strategies to reduce its negative
impact in the workplace and improve the mental health and well-being of employees,
addressing issues such as depression, anxiety, and emotional exhaustion.

Although this study will focus on toxic leadership, as there is some confusion regarding
the differences between toxic leaders, abusive leaders, and destructive leaders, Table 1
shows the differences between these types of leaders.
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Table 1. Leader type definitions.

Leader Style Definition

Toxic Leader
Toxic leaders have dysfunctional behaviours and personal characteristics that can cause severe
damage that lasts over time to the employees, groups, organizations, communities, and even
nations they lead (Lipman-Blumen 2005a).

Abusive leader Their employees perceive abusive leaders as engaging in hostile verbal and non-verbal behavior,
excluding physical contact (Tepper 2000).

Destructive leader
Destructive leaders reflect on their subordinates an image of someone incapable of business and
management, with the possibility of losing their credibility with them. They can also be seen as
childish and bipolar (Starratt and Grandy 2010).

2.2. Turnover Intentions

Price (1977) defines the turnover rate as the ratio between the number of employees
leaving the company in each period and the number of employees working for the organi-
zation in the same period. High turnover rates pose significant challenges for organizations
and have high financial costs (Mello 2011). However, the turnover rate is not the same con-
struct as an intention to leave. While the former describes a concept that is clearly defined
and easy to measure, the latter refers to a subjective concept with multiple interpretations
that reflect an employee’s attitude towards their company (Ngo-Henha 2018). Turnover
intentions describe, more concretely, the employee’s conscious and deliberate desire to
leave the organization (Tett and Meyer 1993; Mobley et al. 1979).

The relationship between the two variables is unclear. There is a discussion in the
literature about the relationship between intentions to leave and actual turnover rates
(Cohen et al. 2016). Authors such as Cohen et al. (2016) argue that intentions to leave and
the turnover rate in an organization may not be strongly associated, as several reasons
may prevent the employee from leaving the organization. These can be macroeconomic
reasons, such as a lack of opportunity to get a new job, an economic crisis, or personal
issues like health or family. For this reason, Cohen et al. (2016) argue that the association
between intentions to leave and leaving the organization tends to weaken over time. On the
other hand, some authors argue that turnover intentions are one of the main predictors of
employees leaving the organization (Park 2015). There are several reasons why employees
want to leave an organization. These can be individual, institutional, contextual, and job
satisfaction-related (Smart 1990).

Turnover intentions have adverse impacts on employee performance and can turn
into more counterproductive daily work behaviors, such as hindering innovation (Jiang
et al. 2023), deteriorating desirable work results (Xiong and Wen 2020), silence (Lam and
Xu 2019), concealing knowledge (Pradhan et al. 2020; Shah and Hashmi 2019), production
deviation, theft, and lower work engagement (Hoffman and Sergio 2020).

Toxic Leadership and Turnover Intentions

Leadership style has been identified as one of the antecedents of and can influence an
employee’s turnover intentions (Basak et al. 2013). It is reported that turnover intentions
are influenced by many factors, such as abusive supervision (Hussain et al. 2020), abusive
leadership (Lyu et al. 2019), toxic leaders (Lipman-Blumen 2005a, 2005b), narcissistic leaders
(Rosenthal and Pittinsky 2006), and corporate psychopaths (Boddy 2017).

The link between a leader’s behaviors and an employee’s intention to leave the
organization is evident in many studies (Pradhan et al. 2020; Rahim and Cosby 2016;
Xu et al. 2015). Therefore, toxic leadership can cause an increase in employees’ intentions
to voluntarily leave the organization, as leaders with toxic behaviors can harm employee
well-being and increase employee dissatisfaction (Mehta and Maheshwari 2013). Abusive
leadership has a negative impact on organizational commitment, job satisfaction and
organizational justice, which ultimately increases employees’ turnover intentions (Weberg
and Fuller 2019).
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This relationship can be based on the social exchange theory developed by Blau (1964),
in which employees establish mutual and contingent exchanges with the organization,
which will determine the relationship’s beginning, maintenance, and end. Thus, according
to this theory, toxic leaders can lead employees to leave the organization by violating the
fundamental principle of mutual benefit between individuals through their egocentrism,
self-interest, and controlling behavior (Cook et al. 2013). We therefore formulate the
following hypothesis:

Hypothesis 1: Toxic leadership is positively and significantly associated with turnover intentions.

2.3. Burnout Syndrome

Schwartz and Will (1953) introduced the concept of burnout in the early 1950s, de-
scribing the case of a psychiatric nurse, and later Graham Green, who described the case
of an architect with the same symptoms (Carlotto and Câmara 2008). But it was not until
the 1970s, with the articles published by Freudenberger (1974) and Maslach (1976), that the
term gained relevance within the scientific community.

Burnout can affect any worker, not only in terms of health but also in terms of
safety, well-being, productivity, quality of service, and cost–benefit for the organization
(Poghosyan et al. 2009; Carod-Artal and Vázquez-Cabrera 2013).

More specifically, burnout syndrome corresponds to a state of physical and mental
exhaustion resulting from prolonged exposure to psychologically demanding situations
(Maslach and Jackson 1981). This demand results from the gap between the perception of
what individuals are capable of and what they should be doing. Its evolution is progressive
and can lead the individual into a negative spiral that is difficult to escape (Maslach and
Leiter 1997). According to Maslach et al. (1996), this is not a problem for the individual but
for the professional environment in which they work.

The causes of this syndrome are situational (Maslach et al. 2001). These authors
identified three main causes: work characteristics, occupational characteristics, and organi-
zational characteristics:

Work characteristics refer to aspects related to job demands, such as time pressure,
conflict and ambiguity of roles, or the lack of resources to carry out tasks. This category
also includes a lack of feedback, autonomy, and decision-making power. Another aspect
widely reported in the literature and shown to be very important in the development of
burnout is the lack of emotional support from supervisors and colleagues.

Occupational characteristics refer to factors directly linked to the demands of each
profession, particularly emotional demands. This puts some professional groups at greater
risk of developing this syndrome than others.

The characteristics of the organization can also be at the root of burnout. Factors such
as size, lack of resources or space, culture, and organizational identity can encourage the
development of burnout syndrome.

Another, no less important aspect cited by Maslach et al. (2001) refers to the psycho-
logical contract, i.e., the belief that workers have about what the company is obliged to
provide based on perceived promises and what the worker must give in return (Rousseau
1995). Violating the psychological contract increases the likelihood of burnout because it
calls into question the notion of reciprocity, which is fundamental for maintaining well-
being. In terms of individual characteristics, Maslach et al. (2001) point to demographic
characteristics such as age or gender, personality characteristics, locus of control, or levels
of self-esteem.

In this study, we will use the instrument developed by Demerouti and Nachreiner
(1998), who rationalize burnout as having two dimensions: exhaustion and disengagement.

2.3.1. Toxic Leadership and Burnout Syndrome

The relationship between leadership styles and burnout syndrome is very present in
the literature, especially in studies that address supervision-related issues (Okpozo et al.
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2017; Omar et al. 2015). The results report the importance of leaders and perceived support
as variables that significantly impact the development of burnout syndrome. From this
perspective, Tepper (2000) emphasizes that abusive supervision, one of the dimensions of
toxic leadership, is strongly correlated with burnout. Similarly, Schyns and Schilling (2013)
argue that employees who perceive toxic behavior in their leaders have higher levels of
burnout syndrome.

For Maslach and Leiter (2016), when an employee perceives that their leader does
not support them or recognize their performance, these factors become critical, enhancing
the development of burnout syndrome and allowing them to reach a state of exhaustion
quickly. When a leader undervalues and ignores their subordinates’ well-being, they may
be sabotaging any effort on the part of the organization to prevent burnout in employees,
thus rendering these initiatives ineffective (Maslach and Leiter 2016). In the view of
Schaufeli and Taris (2014), when work demands increase and there is a lack of adequate
support, these two factors can induce burnout syndrome. Cases of toxic leadership must be
identified early so that there can be rapid intervention to prevent the escalation of problems
that lead to burnout syndrome (Schyns and Schilling 2013).

In this vein, numerous more recent studies, such as the study carried out by Uzun-
bacak et al. (2019), consider that when employees feel that their leader is behaving badly
(toxic leader), their levels of burnout syndrome increase. For Koropets et al. (2020), toxic
leadership increases stress at work, which causes high levels of burnout. It is for this
reason that when employees perceive toxic behavior in their leaders, their levels of burnout
syndrome increase, which leads us to formulate the following hypotheses:

Hypothesis 2: Toxic leadership is positively and significantly associated with burnout syndrome.

Hypothesis 2a: Toxic leadership is positively and significantly associated with disengagement.

Hypothesis 2b: Toxic leadership is positively and significantly associated with exhaustion.

2.3.2. Burnout Syndrome and Turnover Intentions

Burnout syndrome has been associated with different and diverse forms of job aban-
donment, which include the turnover intentions, effective turnover and absenteeism (Leiter
and Maslach 2009), and is considered one of the main predictors of turnover intention
(Kelly et al. 2021; Marshall and Stephenson 2020; Scanlan and Still 2019).

Therefore, it is a phenomenon that occurs when emotional exhaustion, depersonal-
ization, and reduced personal fulfilment at work lead employees to reflect on leaving the
workplace. Usually, when workers suffer from burnout, their job satisfaction decreases,
they feel trapped in an untenable situation, and their turnover intentions increase (Taris
2006). However, according to Maslach and Leiter (2016), burnout affects employees’ health
and well-being and has consequences at an organizational level, increasing employee
turnover intentions. Wright and Cropanzano (1998) state that the intrinsic link between the
two is natural because as emotional exhaustion sets in, turnover intentions arise or increase
as employees seek to relieve the psychological pressure associated with burnout.

In a study by Freitas et al. (2023), whose population were inspectors from the Por-
tuguese Tax and Customs Authority, the authors confirmed the existence of a positive and
significant association between burnout syndrome and turnover intentions. Given this
significant evidence that turnover intentions are more likely to occur for workers with a
high degree of burnout, the following hypotheses are formulated:

Hypothesis 3: Burnout syndrome (disengagement and exhaustion) is positively and significantly
associated with turnover intentions.

Hypothesis 3a: Disengagement is positively and significantly associated with turnover intentions.

Hypothesis 3b: Burnout is positively and significantly associated with turnover intentions.
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2.3.3. Toxic Leadership, Burnout Syndrome and Turnover Intentions

Psychological distress and turnover intentions can be among the most diffuse reac-
tions shown by followers who experience this negative and dysfunctional leadership style
(Barlow and Durand 2005). According to Langove et al. (2016), employees whose psycho-
logical well-being is negatively affected in an organization start looking for opportunities
elsewhere. Since employees are the assets of organizations, in order to retain this asset,
Ofei et al. (2020) suggested that organizations focus on the well-being of their employees to
control the turnover rate.

Therefore, it is necessary to maintain a positive association between leaders and
employees so that the psychological well-being of employees remains intact, which can
become a reason for decreasing their turnover intention (Robertson and Cooper 2011;
Ali 2008).

In a study by Dwita et al. (2023), these authors point out that employees subjected to
toxic leadership can develop burnout syndrome, increasing their likelihood of intending
to leave the organization. When an employee perceives toxic behavior in their leader,
their levels of burnout syndrome increase (Uzunbacak et al. 2019), which could lead to
an increase in employees’ turnover intentions (Kelly et al. 2021; Marshall and Stephenson
2020; Scanlan and Still 2019). It is the reasoning that burnout syndrome is the mechanism
that explains the relationship between toxic leadership and turnover intentions that leads
us to formulate the following hypotheses:

Hypothesis 4: Burnout syndrome has a mediating effect on the relationship between toxic leadership
and turnover intentions.

Hypothesis 4a: Disengagement has a mediating effect on the relationship between toxic leadership
and turnover intentions.

Hypothesis 4b: Exhaustion has a mediating effect on the relationship between toxic leadership and
turnover intentions.

The research model shown in Figure 1 summarizes the hypotheses formulated in
this study.

Adm. Sci. 2024, 14, x FOR PEER REVIEW 7 of 23 
 

 

 
Figure 1. Research Model. 

3. Method 
3.1. Data Collection Procedure 

A total of 309 individuals working in organizations based in Angola and Portugal 
voluntarily participated in this study. 

The data collection process was a non-probabilistic, intentional snowball (Trochim 
2000). This is an exploratory study, as the aim is to study the relationship between toxic 
leadership and turnover intentions and whether this relationship is mediated by burnout. 
It is also a cross-sectional study, as the data was collected at a single point in time. 

The questionnaire was posted online on the Google Forms platform and circulated 
via LinkedIn and email to contacts of the researchers in this study. At the beginning of the 
questionnaire was an informed consent form, which guaranteed the confidentiality of the 
participants’ answers. This was followed by a question about agreeing to take part in the 
study. If the answer was “no”, participants were directed to the end of the questionnaire, 
and if the answer was “yes”, they moved on to the next section. 

The questionnaire also included sociodemographic questions and three scales: toxic 
leadership, turnover intentions, and burnout. 

3.2. Participants 
The sample in this study comprised 309 participants who voluntarily took part in the 

study and ranged in age from 22 to 66, with an average of 38.85 and a standard deviation 
of 9.68. As for gender, 37.2% of the participants were male and 62.8.9% female (Table 2). 
Of these, 9.7% had a level of education equal to or less than the 12th grade, 43.7% had a 
bachelor’s degree, and 46.6% had a master’s degree or higher (Table 2). In terms of 
seniority, 16.5% had been with the organization for less than a year, 23% for between 1 
and 3 years, 15.9% for between 3 and 5 years, 15.5% for between 5 and 10 years, 11.7% for 
between 10 and 15 years, and 17.5% for more than 15 years (Table 2). As for marital status, 
37.2% were single, 54% were married/marital partnership, and 8.7% were 
divorced/marital partnership (Table 2). Regarding employment contracts, 17.2% had an 
open-ended contract, 13.6% had a fixed-term contract, 61.5% had an open-ended contract, 
and 7.8% had another type of contract (Table 2). As for the sector in which they work, 
21.4% worked in the public sector, 67% in the private sector, and 11.7% in the public-
private sector (Table 2). Regarding the country where they worked, 26.5% worked in 
Angola and 73.5% worked in Portugal (Table 1). 

Table 2. Sample descriptive statistics. 

  Frequency Percentage 

Gender  Female 194 62.8% 
Male 115 37.2% 

Figure 1. Research Model.

3. Method
3.1. Data Collection Procedure

A total of 309 individuals working in organizations based in Angola and Portugal
voluntarily participated in this study.

The data collection process was a non-probabilistic, intentional snowball (Trochim
2000). This is an exploratory study, as the aim is to study the relationship between toxic
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leadership and turnover intentions and whether this relationship is mediated by burnout.
It is also a cross-sectional study, as the data was collected at a single point in time.

The questionnaire was posted online on the Google Forms platform and circulated
via LinkedIn and email to contacts of the researchers in this study. At the beginning of the
questionnaire was an informed consent form, which guaranteed the confidentiality of the
participants’ answers. This was followed by a question about agreeing to take part in the
study. If the answer was “no”, participants were directed to the end of the questionnaire,
and if the answer was “yes”, they moved on to the next section.

The questionnaire also included sociodemographic questions and three scales: toxic
leadership, turnover intentions, and burnout.

3.2. Participants

The sample in this study comprised 309 participants who voluntarily took part in the
study and ranged in age from 22 to 66, with an average of 38.85 and a standard deviation
of 9.68. As for gender, 37.2% of the participants were male and 62.8.9% female (Table 2).
Of these, 9.7% had a level of education equal to or less than the 12th grade, 43.7% had
a bachelor’s degree, and 46.6% had a master’s degree or higher (Table 2). In terms of
seniority, 16.5% had been with the organization for less than a year, 23% for between 1
and 3 years, 15.9% for between 3 and 5 years, 15.5% for between 5 and 10 years, 11.7% for
between 10 and 15 years, and 17.5% for more than 15 years (Table 2). As for marital status,
37.2% were single, 54% were married/marital partnership, and 8.7% were divorced/marital
partnership (Table 2). Regarding employment contracts, 17.2% had an open-ended contract,
13.6% had a fixed-term contract, 61.5% had an open-ended contract, and 7.8% had another
type of contract (Table 2). As for the sector in which they work, 21.4% worked in the public
sector, 67% in the private sector, and 11.7% in the public-private sector (Table 2). Regarding
the country where they worked, 26.5% worked in Angola and 73.5% worked in Portugal
(Table 1).

Table 2. Sample descriptive statistics.

Frequency Percentage

Gender
Female 194 62.8%
Male 115 37.2%

Academic
qualifications

Equal to or less than 12th grade 30 9.7%
Bachelor’s degree 135 43.7%

Master’s degree or higher 144 46.6%

Tenure in the
organization

Up to 1 year 51 16.5%
1 to 3 years 71 23%
3 to 5 years 49 15.9%
5 to 10 years 48 15.5%

10 to 15 years 36 11.7%
More than 15 years 54 17.5%

Marital status
Single 115 37.2%

Married/De facto union 167 54%
Divorced/Separated from de facto union 27 8.7%

Work contract

Uncertain term 53 17.2%
Fixed term 42 13.6%

Open-ended 190 61.5%
Other 24 7.8%

Sector
Public 66 21.4%
Private 207 67%

Public/Private 36 11.7%

Country
Angola 82 26.5%

Portugal 227 73.5%
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3.3. Data Analysis Procedure

The data were imported into SPSS Statistics 29 software (IBM Corp., Armonk, NY,
USA). The first step was to test the metric qualities of the instruments used in this study. To
test the validity of the instruments measuring toxic leadership, turnover intentions, and
burnout, confirmatory factor analyses were carried out using AMOS Graphics 29 software
(IBM Corp., Armonk, NY, USA). The procedure was carried out according to a “model
generation” logic (Jöreskog and Sörbom 1993). Based on the recommendations of Hu and
Bentler (1999), six fit indices were considered whose values, to indicate a good fit, should
be as follows: χ2/df ≤ 5; TLI > 0.90; GFI > 0.90; CFI > 0.90; RMSEA ≤ 0.08; For RMSR, the
lower the value, the better the fit. The composite reliability and convergent value were
calculated using the data obtained from the confirmatory factor analysis (by calculating
the AVE). The construct reliability values should be greater than 0.70, and the AVE value
should be equal to or greater than 0.50 (Fornell and Larcker 1981). However, according to
Hair et al. (2011), if the reliability is higher than 0.70, AVE values equal to or higher than
0.40 are acceptable.

The internal consistency of all the dimensions comprising the instruments used in this
study was tested by calculating Cronbach’s alpha value, which has a minimum acceptable
value in organizational studies of 0.70 (Bryman and Cramer 2003).

Regarding the items’ sensitivity, the median, minimum, maximum, asymmetry, and
kurtosis were calculated. The items should not have the median leaning against one
of the extremes; they should have responses at all points, and their absolute values of
asymmetry and kurtosis should be below 2 and 7, respectively (Finney and DiStefano 2013).
The normality of the dimensions that make up the instruments was also tested using the
Kolmogorov–Smirnov test.

Descriptive statistics were carried out on the variables under study to see whether
the answers given by the participants in this study differ significantly from the central
point of the respective scale, using the one-sample Student’s t-test. The effect of the
sociodemographic variables on the variables under study was tested using Student’s t-
tests for independent samples (when the independent variable consisted of two groups),
One-Way ANOVA (when the independent variable consisted of more than two groups),
and when the two variables were quantitative, the association between them was tested
using Pearson’s correlations. The hypotheses formulated in this study were tested using
Path Analysis. We chose this method because it was the most suitable for carrying out
multi-group analyses, given that our sample was taken in two countries which, although
their official language is Portuguese, have different cultures (Angola and Portugal). In
addition to the hypothesis tests carried out with all the participants, it was decided that the
data for the participants from the two countries should be analyzed separately.

3.4. Instruments

We used the Toxic Leadership Scale developed by Schmidt (2008) and adapted to
the Portuguese population by Mónico et al. (2019) to measure toxic leadership. This
instrument consists of 30 items anchored on a 6-point Likert scale: 1 “Strongly Disagree”;
2 “Disagree”; 3 “Slightly Disagree”; 4 “Strongly Agree”; 5 “Agree”; 6 “Strongly Agree”.
The 30 items are divided into five dimensions: self-promotion (items 19, 20, 21, 22, and
23); abusive supervision (items 1, 2, 3, 4, 5, 6, and 7); unpredictability (24, 25, 26, 27, 28, 29,
and 30); authoritarian leadership (items 8, 9, 10, 11, 12, and 13); narcissism (items 14, 15,
16, 17, and 18). A 5-factor confirmatory factor analysis was initially carried out, but not
all the fit indices proved to be adequate (χ2/df = 2.67; GFI = 0.81; CFI = 0.94; TLI = 0.93;
RMSEA = 0.074; SRMR = 0.112), and the dimensions were strongly correlated with each
other, with values above 0.90. A new one-factor confirmatory factor analysis was then
carried out. The fit indices showed adequate or very close to adequate values (χ2/df = 2.18;
GFI = 0.86; CFI = 0.96; TLI = 0.95; RMSEA = 0.062; SRMR = 0.095). A composite reliability
value of 0.98 and an AVE value of 0.64 were obtained, indicating that this instrument has
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good composite reliability and convergent validity. As for internal consistency, it had a
Cronbach’s alpha of 0.98.

To measure turnover intentions, we used the instrument developed by Bozeman and
Perrewé (2001) and translated and adapted for the Portuguese population by Bártolo-
Ribeiro (2018). The scale is made up of 6 items, classified using a 5-point Likert scale:
1 “Does not apply to me at all”; 2 “Applies to me a little”; 3 “Applies to me in part”;
4 “Applies to me a lot”; 5 “Applies to me completely”. This is a one-dimensional instrument.
Items 1 and 6 should be reversed. A one-factor confirmatory factor analysis was carried
out. The fit indices obtained were adequate (χ2/df = 2.88; GFI = 0.98; CFI = 0.99; TLI = 0.98;
RMSEA = 0.078; SRMR = 0.039). Composite reliability was 0.93, and convergent validity had
an AVE value of 0.69. It can be concluded that both composite reliability and convergent
validity had good values. As for internal consistency, it had a Cronbach’s alpha value
of 0.94.

The Oldenburg Burnout Inventory, developed by Demerouti and Nachreiner (1998)
and adapted for the Portuguese population by Sinval et al. (2019), measured burnout. This
instrument consists of 16 items, which are anchored on a five-point Likert scale: 1 “Strongly
Disagree”; 2 “Disagree”; 3 “Neither Agree nor Disagree”; 4 “Agree”; 5 “Strongly Agree”.
These 16 items are divided into two dimensions: distancing (1, 3, 6, 7, 9, 11, 13, and 15) and
exhaustion (items 2, 4, 5, 8, 10, 12, 14, and 16). A two-factor confirmatory factor analysis was
carried out, and the fit indices obtained were adequate (χ2/df = 2.78; GFI = 0.90; CFI = 0.94;
TLI = 0.92; RMSEA = 0.076; SRMR = 0.062). Concerning composite reliability, a value of 0.89
was obtained for disengagement and 0.85 for exhaustion. Regarding convergent validity, an
AVE value of 0.53 was obtained for disengagement and 0.44 for exhaustion. Although the
AVE value for exhaustion was below 0.50, as its composite reliability value was above 0.70,
this value can be accepted (Hair et al. 2011). Concerning internal consistency, a Cronbach’s
alpha of 0.89 was obtained for disengagement and 0.86 for exhaustion.

Regarding the sensitivity of the items, it was found that only items 5 and 7 of the toxic
leadership scale and item 5 of the turnover intentions scale had a median close to the lower
end. All the items had responses at all points, and their absolute asymmetry and kurtosis
values were below 2 and 7, respectively (Finney and DiStefano 2013).

4. Results
4.1. Descriptive Statistics of the Variables Under Study

The descriptive statistics of the variables under study were then carried out to under-
stand the position of the answers given by the participants in this study.

The results show that the participants’ answers on the toxic leadership scale are
below the scale’s central point (3.5), which indicates that these participants consider their
leaders to have low levels of toxic leadership (Table 3). As for turnover intentions and
disengagement, their responses were also significantly below the scale’s midpoint (3). Only
exhaustion did not differ significantly from the scale’s central point (Table 3).

Table 3. Descriptive statistics of the variables under study.

Variable t df p d Mean SD

Toxic Leadership −8.66 *** 308 <0.001 0.49 2.80 1.41
Turnover Intentions −4.18 *** 308 <0.001 0.24 2.71 1.21

Disengagement −2.26 * 308 0.025 0.13 2.89 0.88
Exhaustion −0.40 308 0.687 0.02 2.98 0.77

Note. * p < 0.05; *** p < 0.001.

4.2. Effect of Sociodemographic Variables on the Variables Under Study

The effect of sociodemographic variables on the variables under study was also tested.
To this end, Student’s t-tests for independent samples and One Way ANOVA tests were
carried out after checking the respective assumptions.
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Regarding the country’s effect on the variables under study, there were only statistically
significant differences in detachment and exhaustion. Participants working in Portugal felt
the highest levels of disengagement and exhaustion (Table 4).

Table 4. Effect of the country on the variables under study.

Variable t df p d
Angola Portugal

Mean SD Mean SD

Toxic Leadership 1.75 307 0.081 0.22 3.03 1.31 2.72 1.44
Turnover Intentions 0.99 307 0.324 0.13 2.82 1.05 2.67 1.26

Disengagement −2.33 * 307 0.010 0.27 2.71 0.74 2.95 0.74
Exhaustion −2.22 * 307 0.014 0.26 2.84 0.62 3.03 0.82

Note. * p < 0.05.

In the analysis by gender, the results show that there are only significant differences in
toxic leadership and that it is the female participants who perceive their leader as having
more toxic leadership behaviors (Table 5).

Table 5. Effect of gender on the variables under study.

Variable t df p d
Female Male

Mean DP Mean DP

Toxic Leadership 2.60 * 307 0.010 0.29 2.96 1.48 2.55 1.26
Turnover Intentions 0.91 307 0.363 0.11 2.76 1.29 2.63 1.06

Disengagement 1.37 307 0.173 0.15 2.94 0.94 2.80 0.74
Exhaustion 1.79 307 0.074 0.20 3.04 0.82 2.88 0.68

Note. * p < 0.05.

The effect of academic qualifications on the variables under study is that participants
with a bachelor’s degree perceive their leader as more toxic, have higher turnover intentions,
and experience higher levels of disengagement. However, those with a 12th-grade degree
or less experience the highest levels of exhaustion (Figure 2).
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Participants who have been with the organization for between 10 and 15 years perceive
their leader as having the most toxic behaviors (Figure 3). However, participants with
between 1 and 3 years’ seniority have the highest turnover intentions and the highest levels
of disengagement and exhaustion (Figure 3).
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Participants with a fixed-term contract perceive their leader as the most toxic and have
the highest turnover intentions (Figure 5). However, participants with an uncertain term
contract have shown the highest levels of disengagement and exhaustion (Figure 5).

Participants working in the public/private sector perceive their leader as the most
toxic, have the highest turnover intentions, and experience the highest levels of disengage-
ment and exhaustion (Figure 6).
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4.3. Association Between the Variables Under Study

The association between the variables under study was tested using Pearson’s corre-
lations. All the variables are positively and significantly correlated, both when analyzing
the data for the total sample and when analyzing the data for Angola and Portugal sepa-
rately (Table 6). It should be noted that when comparing the two countries, Angola and
Portugal, all the associations are stronger in the employees working in Portugal, except the
association between toxic leadership and disengagement (Table 6).

Table 6. Association between the variables under study.

Total Angola Portugal

1 2 3 4 1 2 3 4 1 2 3 4

1. Toxic
Leadership - - -

2. Turnover
Intentions 0.47 *** - 0.24 * - 0.53 *** -

3. Disengagement 0.52 *** 0.69 *** - 0.56 *** 0.55 *** - 0.54 *** 0.74 *** -
4. Exhaustion 0.40 *** 0.54 *** 0.70 *** - 0.32 ** 0.40 *** 0.64 *** - 0.44 *** 0.59 0.71 *** -

Note. * p < 0.05; ** p < 0.01; *** p < 0.001.
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4.4. Hypotheses

The hypotheses formulated in this study were tested using Path Analysis to carry
out multi-group analyses. In addition to the hypothesis tests carried out with all the
participants, we decided to analyze the data relating to the participants from the two
countries (Portugal and Angola) separately.

4.4.1. Hypothesis 1

The results show that, when the total sample is analyzed, toxic leadership has a
positive and significant effect on turnover intentions (β = 0.47, p < 0.001) and the model
explains 22% of the variability in turnover intentions (Table 7).

Table 7. Effect of toxic leadership on turnover intentions (H1).

Independent
Variable

Dependent
Variable Z p β R2

Total Toxic
Leadership

Turnover
Intentions

9.41 *** <0.001 0.47 *** 0.22
Angola 2.25 * 0.024 0.24 * 0.06

Portugal 9.44 *** <0.001 0.53 *** 0.28

Note. * p < 0.05; *** p < 0.001.

For participants working in Angola, toxic leadership also has a positive and significant
effect on turnover intentions (β = 0.24, p = 0.024), and the model explains 6% of the
variability in turnover intentions (Table 7).

As for the participants working in Portugal, there is also a positive and significant
effect of toxic leadership on turnover intentions (β = 0.53, p < 0.001), and the model explains
28% of the variability in turnover intentions (Table 7).

The results obtained support Hypothesis 1.

4.4.2. Hypothesis 2

Regarding the effect of toxic leadership on burnout, the results show that toxic leader-
ship has a positive and significant effect on both disengagement (β = 0.52, p < 0.001) and
exhaustion (β = 0.40, p < 0.001) when we consider the total sample. The models explain
27% of the variability in disengagement and 16% in exhaustion (Table 8).

Table 8. Effect of toxic leadership on burnout (disengagement and exhaustion) (H2).

Independent
Variable

Dependent
Variable Z p β R2

Total

Toxic
Leadership

Disengagement 10.79 *** <0.001 0.52 *** 0.27
Exhaustion 7.72 *** <0.001 0.40 *** 0.16

Angola Disengagement 6.14 *** <0.001 0.56 *** 0.32
Exhaustion 3.07 ** 0.002 0.32 ** 0.10

Portugal Disengagement 9.58 *** <0.001 0.54 *** 0.29
Exhaustion 7.33 *** <0.001 0.44 *** 0.19

Note. ** p < 0.01; *** p < 0.001.

For participants working in Angola, toxic leadership has a positive and significant
effect on both disengagement (β = 0.56, p < 0.001) and exhaustion (β = 0.32, p = 0.002). The
models explain 32% of the variability in disengagement and 10% in exhaustion (Table 8).

For participants working in Portugal, toxic leadership has a positive and significant
effect on both disengagement (β = 0.54, p < 0.001) and exhaustion (β = 0.19, p < 0.001). The
models explain 29% of the variability in disengagement and 19% in exhaustion (Table 8.

The results obtained support Hypothesis 2.
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4.4.3. Hypothesis 3

As for the effect of burnout on turnover intentions, the results show that only disen-
gagement has a positive and significant effect when analyzing the total sample (β = 0.62,
p < 0.001), and the model explains 49% of the variability in turnover intentions (Table 9).

Table 9. Effect of burnout (disengagement and exhaustion) on turnover intentions (H3).

Independent
Variable

Dependent
Variable Z p β R2

Total
Disengagement

Turnover
Intentions

10.72 *** <0.001 0.62 ***
0.49Exhaustion 1.87 0.062 0.11

Angola Disengagement 4.12 *** <0.001 0.49 ***
0.31Exhaustion 0.73 0.466 0.09

Portugal Disengagement 10.48 *** <0.001 0.66 ***
0.56Exhaustion 1.81 0.071 0.11

Note. *** p < 0.001.

For participants working in Angola, only disengagement has a positive and significant
effect on intentions to leave (β = 0.49, p < 0.001), and the model explains 31% of the
variability in turnover intentions (Table 9).

The situation is the same for participants working in Portugal, with only disengage-
ment having a positive and significant effect on turnover intentions. The model explains
56% of the variability in turnover intentions (Table 9).

The results partially support Hypothesis 3, since only Hypothesis 3a was supported.

4.4.4. Hypothesis 4

We followed the steps to test Hypothesis 4, as it is a mediating effect, according
to Baron and Kenny (1986). As only the disengagement dimension significantly affects
turnover intentions in relation to burnout, we only tested the mediating effect of this
dimension on the relationship between toxic leadership and turnover intentions.

The results for the total sample show that disengagement has a partial mediating effect
on the relationship between toxic leadership and turnover intentions. The impact of toxic
leadership on turnover intentions decreased in intensity but remained significant (Table 10,
Figure 7). The model explains 50% of the variability in turnover intentions (Figure 7).

Table 10. Mediating effect results (H4).

Independent
Variable

Dependent
Variable Z p

Total
Toxic Leadership

Turnover
Intentions

3.18 ** 0.001
Disengagement 12.91 *** <0.001

Angola Toxic Leadership 0.88 0.380
Disengagement 5.43 *** <0.001

Portugal Toxic Leadership 12.49 *** <0.001
Disengagement 3.63 *** <0.001

Note. ** p < 0.01; *** p < 0.001.

For the participants working in Angola, the results indicate that disengagement has a
total mediation effect on the relationship between toxic leadership and turnover intentions,
as the impact of toxic leadership on turnover intentions is no longer significant (Table 9,
Figure 8). The model explains 31% of the variability in turnover intentions (Figure 8).
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For participants working in Portugal, the results show that disengagement partially
mediates the relationship between toxic leadership and turnover intentions (Table 9,
Figure 9). The impact of toxic leadership on turnover intentions decreased in intensity
but remained significant (Table 9, Figure 9). The model explains 58% of the variability in
turnover intentions (Figure 9).
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The results partially support Hypothesis 4, since only Hypothesis 4a was supported.

5. Discussion

This study aimed to examine the effect of toxic leadership on turnover intentions and
to see if burnout (disengagement and exhaustion) mediated this relationship. As we had
participants working in Angola and Portugal, we analyzed the data from the total sample
and from the participants working in Angola and Portugal separately.

Firstly, as expected, Hypothesis 1 was confirmed, stating that toxic leadership pos-
itively and significantly affects turnover intentions. It should be noted that the effect of
toxic leadership on turnover intentions is stronger for participants working in Portugal.
The stronger relationship for participants working in Portugal may be related to cultural
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factors, as Portugal is a country with a high hierarchical distance (Hofstede 1991). These
results align with the literature, as according to Weberg and Fuller (2019), employees have
higher turnover intentions when a leader has a toxic leadership style.

Secondly, as expected, Hypothesis 2 was confirmed, which stated that toxic leadership
had a positive and significant effect on burnout syndrome. The results showed that toxic
leadership positively and significantly affects disengagement and burnout. The effect of
toxic leadership on disengagement is stronger for participants working in Angola. The
effect of toxic leadership on exhaustion is stronger for participants working in Portugal.
These results align with Maslach and Leiter’s (2016) findings that perception and lack of
recognition and support from leadership are critical factors in developing burnout syn-
drome. Schyns and Schilling (2013) also argue that toxic leaders negatively affect employees’
well-being, which results in high levels of burnout. However, for the participants in general
and for the participants from the two countries (Angola and Portugal), the effect of toxic
leadership on disengagement is higher than the effect on exhaustion. These results are in
line with the literature. In the study by Budak and Erdal (2022), the correlation between
toxic leadership and disengagement was also stronger than the correlation between toxic
leadership and burnout.

Thirdly, Hypothesis 3, which stated that burnout syndrome has a positive and sig-
nificant effect on turnover intentions, was partially proven, as only disengagement has
a positive and significant effect on turnover intentions, with the effect being stronger for
participants working in Portugal. These results are also in line with the literature. Accord-
ing to Maslach and Leiter (2016) and Marshall and Stephenson (2020), burnout not only
affects the health and well-being of employees but also increases intentions to leave the
organization. Taris (2006) also argues that burnout syndrome increases turnover inten-
tions. In the study by Freitas et al. (2023), although significant, the relationship between
exhaustion and turnover intentions proved to be much weaker than the relationship be-
tween disengagement and turnover intentions. These results indicate that in organizational
studies, disengagement may be a more critical factor than burnout regarding employees’
turnover intentions.

Finally, Hypothesis 4, which stated that burnout syndrome mediates the relation-
ship between toxic leadership and turnover intentions, was partially confirmed. Only
disengagement has a mediating effect on the relationship between toxic leadership and
turnover intentions. The mediation effect is total for participants working in Angola, but for
participants working in Portugal, the mediation effect is partial. These results tell us that
this effect is more critical for participants working in Angola than for participants working
in Portugal. Since toxic leadership boosts disengagement, this, in turn, will boost turnover
intentions to leave, leaving toxic leadership with no significant effect on turnover intentions.
Dwita et al. (2023) point out that employees subject to toxic leadership can develop burnout
syndrome, increasing their likelihood of intending to leave the organization. In the opposite
direction, Ali (2008) believes that it is necessary to maintain a positive association between
leaders and employees so that the psychological well-being of employees remains intact,
which can become a reason for reducing their turnover intention.

Regarding the descriptive statistics of the variables under study, all of them, except
for exhaustion (a dimension of burnout), are significantly below the central point of the
scale. This indicates that the participants in this study do not perceive toxic leadership
attitudes in their leaders, have low levels of detachment, and have low intentions to leave.
As for exhaustion, the answers given by the participants are practically at the mid-point of
the scale.

As for the effect of sociodemographic variables on the variables under study, regarding
the country where the participant works (Portugal or Angola), there were statistically
significant differences in disengagement and exhaustion. Participants working in Angola
had lower levels of exhaustion and disengagement than participants working in Portugal.
Regarding gender, female participants perceived their leader as more toxic, which indicates
that leaders adopt a more toxic leadership style towards female employees. As for the other
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sociodemographic variables, there were no statistically significant differences. However, it
should be noted that the participants with a university degree perceive their leader as more
toxic, have higher turnover intentions, and feel higher levels of disengagement. Concerning
seniority in the organization, participants between 10 and 15 years of seniority perceive their
leader as more toxic. However, participants with between one and three years of seniority in
the organization have higher turnover intentions and levels of disengagement and burnout.
Married participants also perceive their leader as more toxic, but single participants have
more intentions to leave and higher levels of disengagement and burnout.

5.1. Limitations and Future Research

The main limitation of this study is the data collection process, which was non-
probabilistic, intentional, and snowball-type. This will prevent us from generalizing the
data to the population.

Another limitation concerns the sample. One of the aims of this study was to have a
sample made up of participants working in Angola and Portugal, and only 26.5% of the
participants work in Angola. It is thought that if the researchers in this study had lived
in Angola, obtaining a more significant number of participants would have been possible.
This should be considered in future research.

Another limitation is the type of questionnaire used in this study. Closed-ended ques-
tionnaires were used, which may have biased the results due to issues of social desirability.

As an indication for future research, it would be interesting to replicate this study but
add resilience as a moderating variable in the relationship between toxic leadership and
burnout syndrome. The study could also be replicated using the country variable (Angola
and Portugal) as a moderator.

5.2. Theoretical Implications

This study aimed to determine the effect of toxic leadership on turnover intentions
and whether burnout syndrome mediated this relationship. Toxic leadership causes severe
damage through leaders’ erratic behavior and incompetence (Milosevic et al. 2020). Among
the most problematic consequences of toxic leadership are intentions to leave (Freitas et al.
2023), since one serious problem organizations face is high employee turnover (Reiche
2008). This study has confirmed that Blau’s (1964) theory of social exchange is still relevant.
Employees respond according to how they are treated by their leaders, and they increase
their turnover intentions when they perceive toxic behavior in their leaders.

Another consequence of toxic leadership is its association with high levels of burnout
syndrome. According to Maslach and Leiter (2016), when employees perceive a lack of
recognition and support from leadership, their burnout levels increase, which boosts their
turnover intentions. This study’s results confirm these authors’ statements.

However, this study has the advantage of having participants working in Angola and
Portugal. Regarding leadership, the participants working in Angola perceived their leader
as more toxic. Similarly, the participants working in Angola also have the most intentions
of leaving the organization. As for burnout syndrome, the participants working in Portugal
showed the highest levels. Although these are two Portuguese-speaking countries, in terms
of culture, we are dealing with two countries with entirely different cultures. In addition,
Angola went through a long civil war (27 years), which may have influenced its culture.
Today, Angola promotes peace, and there is a broad program for freedom, but corruption
levels are still very high (Rubini 2017).

In addition to confirming the mediating effect of disengagement syndrome on the
relationship between toxic leadership and turnover intentions, this study reveals two
very different working realities between Angola and Portugal. Although the Angolan
participants perceive their leader as more toxic than the employees working in Portugal, it
is the employees working in Portugal who have higher levels of burnout, which leads us to
conclude that there are cultural and social differences, as well as the resilience of a people
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who have been through a prolonged civil war, which have interfered with the results. It
would be interesting for other authors to investigate this.

5.3. Practical Implications

This study confirmed that burnout syndrome has a mediating effect on the relationship
between toxic leadership and intentions to leave. In line with Langove et al. (2016),
employees whose psychological well-being is negatively affected in an organization whose
leader adopts a toxic leadership style start looking for opportunities elsewhere.

In this study, participants working in Angola perceive their leader as more toxic and
have more intentions to leave than participants working in Portugal. As for burnout levels,
the employees working in Portugal showed the highest levels.

This fact leads us to recommend to Angolan leaders that they adopt a different style
of leadership, in which the relationship with those they lead is more positive. This could
reduce their intentions to leave the organization at a time when, according to Reiche (2008),
organizations are struggling to retain their talents. As for organizations based in Portugal,
it is recommended that they adopt practices that enhance employee well-being, which will
lead to a reduction in burnout levels (Maslach and Leiter 2016).

6. Conclusions

The strong point of this study was that it proved the existence of a mediating effect
of disengagement in the relationship between toxic leadership and turnover intentions.
According to Dwita et al. (2023), when a leader adopts a toxic leadership style, those they
lead can experience high burnout levels, increasing their turnover intentions. In this sense,
it can be concluded that leaders should adopt a leadership style that promotes a positive
relationship with their subordinates to enhance their well-being, decreasing their intentions
to leave the organization where they work (Ali 2008). As for the effect of burnout syndrome
on turnover intentions, only disengagement has a positive and significant effect on turnover
intentions. As for the mediation effect, disengagement has a total mediation effect on the
relationship between toxic leadership and turnover intentions for participants working in
Angola and a partial mediation effect for participants working in Portugal.

It can be concluded that when a leader adopts a toxic leadership style, burnout
symptoms increase (Schyns and Schilling 2013), boosting turnover intentions (Maslach and
Leiter 2016; Marshall and Stephenson 2020).
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