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Abstract. Abusive leaders are a nightmare to work under. As expected, em-
ployees who are unwilling to face this nightmare anymore resign as soon as the
opportunity presents itself. This is a growing concern because despite the good
intentions of shareholders and top management to retain high performing em-
ployees, the presence of abusive leaders may sometimes go under the radar and
still be prevalent within the organization. This complication arises because abu-
sive leaders may only show their ‘true colors’ to their subordinates but hide
these abusive behaviors from the higher ups. Thus, it may not be possible to
completely root out abusive leadership within an organization. As at the time of
writing there is a lack of studies that examine the beneficial moderating effect
of employee forgiveness on abusive leadership and turnover intention. The cur-
rent paper therefore proposes a framework whereby employees who are more
likely to forgive their leaders report lower turnover intentions. Because employ-
ee forgiveness is a trainable aspect, an important implication of this is that or-
ganizations should invest in workshops that teach employees how to properly
manage conflict and to forgive and stay focused on the job. Although it may
take some time for an abusive leader to be properly dismissed by HR after the
issue has reached higher-ups, at least the organization is able to retain its high-
performing employees rather than lose them over the short-term.
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1 Introduction

Abusive leaders are a nightmare to work under. According to [13], an abusive leader
is someone who ridicules and humiliates employees, is condescending, rude, puts
employees down in front of others, unnecessarily reminds employees of past mis-
takes, blames employees to save the leader’s own skin, tells employees that they are
useless and incompetent, lies to employees, and openly badmouths employees. With-
out surprise, employees who are unwilling to put up with this nightmare anymore
resign as soon as the opportunity presents itself [1, 11]. This is a growing concern
because despite the good intentions of shareholders and top management to retain
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high performing employees, the presence of abusive leaders may sometimes go under
the radar as it is hard to fully regulate or eliminate abusive behaviors within the or-
ganization [6]. Abusive leaders may only show their ‘true colors’ to their subordinates
under their department but hide these abusive behaviors from the higher ups or other
managers.

Although it may not be possible to completely root out abusive leadership within
an organization there is at least a glimmer of hope within literature. Previous studies
reveal that employees who forgave the transgressions of an abusive leader eventually
reported higher job performance [15], displayed productive organizational citizenship
behaviors (OCB) [5], and remained within the organization to voluntarily contribute
ideas for the benefit of the organization [10]. Employees who choose to forgive, move
on, and not take it personally were more likely to stay focused on the job.

In addition to this, previous studies also revealed that various personal and envi-
ronmental factors mitigated or lessened the negative impact of an abusive leader.
Previous studies found that an employee’s internal emotional regulation [7], mindful-
ness and situational awareness [16], self-esteem [2], and emotional support from other
colleagues [17], lessened the impact of abusive leaders and their desire to quit the
organization.

Despite the previous evidence presented within literature, as at the time of writing
there are a lack of studies that examine the beneficial moderating effect of employee
forgiveness on abusive leadership and turnover intention. The current paper therefore
attempts to fill this literature gap and proposes a conceptual framework that employ-
ees who choose to forgive their leaders are more likely to report lower turnover inten-
tions. An important significance of this study is that because employee forgiveness is
a trainable aspect, organizations should invest in workshops that teach employees
how to properly manage conflict and to forgive and stay focused on the job. Although
it may take some time for an abusive leader to be properly dismissed by HR after the
issue has reached the higher-ups, at least the organization is able to retain its high
performing employees rather than lose them in the short-term.

2 Literature Review

2.1  Abusive leadership and Turnover Intention

In a nutshell, an abusive leader is someone who creates an atmosphere of fear and
dread among employees [14]. According to [13], an abusive leader is a tyrant who
openly disparages staff members, is condescending, puts staff members down in front
of others, blames staff members for past errors to protect their own reputation, tells
staff members they are worthless and incompetent, lies to staff members, and makes
fun of them. Although bosses may sometimes be rude to employees based on the cir-
cumstances, abusive leaders are different because they are not just rude to employees,
but are unkind, unfair, and also inconsiderate leaders [4].

Without any surprise, employees who are unwilling to live in continuous fear of
this nightmarish boss opt for resignation. Multiple studies support this as abusive
leaders were found to exponentially increase turnover rates [1, 2, 11, 17], cause em-
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ployee burnout and emotional exhaustion [2], reduce employee job satisfaction [11],
and motivate employees to seek revenge [1, 8].

Based on the evidence found within literature, it is thus posited that: Proposition 1:
Abusive leadership has a positive relationship with turnover intention.

2.2 Forgiveness

To err is human, to forgive, divine [12] 300 years later and the benefits of forgiveness
by this famous 18-century poet still hold true at the workplace. A comprehensive
meta-analysis by [9] identified the various benefits of forgiveness at the workplace
namely: improved well-being, better personal and career growth, reduced stress, more
positive emotions, better harmony and less conflict at the workplace, stronger social
bonds, and overall improvement of mental health among individuals. In line with this
[3]’s famous quote “you can't control how people will treat you, but you can control
how you react to it” holds true especially in the context of the current study. Within
academic literature, forgiveness was also linked to higher job performance, even
when employees were under an abusive leader [15].

Employee forgiveness as a moderator of the Abusive Leadership-Turnover
intention relationship. Previous literature has shed light on the possibility of
employee forgiveness as a moderating variable that produces favorable work
outcomes, despite the employee being under the supervision of an abusive leader. To
elaborate, employees who chose to forgive the offense of an abusive leader reported
higher job performance in the end [15], were more likely to display helpful
organizational citizenship behaviors (OCB) [5] and were less likely to resign but
instead voluntarily contribute ideas for the benefit of the organization [10]. Thus,
employees who remained focused on their work were those who made the decision to
forgive, move on, and not take it personally.

In line with this, several contextual and personal characteristics also minimized the
negative effects of an abusive leader. Despite being under an abusive leader, turnover
intention was mitigated by the employee's self-esteem [2], internal emotional regula-
tion [7], mindfulness and situational awareness [16], and emotional support received
from other coworkers [17].

Based on the previous trend observed within literature, it is just posited that: Prop-
osition 2: Employee forgiveness moderates the positive relationship between abusive
leadership and turnover intention, such that the positive relationship between abusive
leadership and turnover intention becomes weaker when employee forgiveness is
high.
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Proposed Conceptual Framework
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Fig. 1. Conceptual framework

As seen in Figure 1, the current study proposes a conceptual framework whereby
employee forgiveness moderates the positive relationship between abusive leadership
and turnover intention. Employees who are more likely to forgive their leaders report
lower turnover intentions, as opposed to their counterparts who hold a grudge.
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