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ABSTRACT: This study examines how workplace toxicity reshapes social relations in

organizations by fostering sycophantic behaviors and reinforcing organizational
alienation, ultimately influencing employee withdrawal. Moving beyond linear models of
turnover, we draw on social exchange theory to conceptualize toxicity not merely as a
stressor but as a relational condition that reconfigures patterns of interaction, power, and
compliance. Using survey data from 239 employees in India and structural equation
modeling, we test a mediated framework linking workplace toxicity, sycophancy,
organizational alienation, and turnover intention. The findings reveal that workplace
toxicity does not directly predict turnover intention; rather, it operates indirectly by
encouraging sycophantic behaviors, which in turn intensify feelings of alienation.
Organizational alienation emerges as a key mechanism translating these altered social
dynamics into withdrawal intentions. These results challenge dominant assumptions that
toxic environments lead to immediate exit, instead highlighting how employees may
initially adapt through political compliance before disengaging. By foregrounding the
relational and processual consequences of toxicity, the study contributes to a deeper
understanding of how organizational contexts produce compliance and disconnection.
The findings offer critical insights into the reproduction of power and the erosion of

authentic work relations in contemporary organizations.

1. INTRODUCTION

Work is not merely a site of economic exchange; it is fundamentally a social arena shaped by relationships, power, and meaning.
The quality of these social relations plays a defining role in shaping employee experiences, organizational functioning, and
broader societal outcomes. In recent years, the growing prevalence of workplace toxicity has attracted considerable scholarly
attention, particularly due to its detrimental consequences for employee well-being, organizational effectiveness, and retention
(Rasool et al., 2021; Sarkar et al., 2024). Toxic workplaces, characterized by persistent patterns of incivility, harassment,
exclusion, and abusive supervision, disrupt the relational fabric of organizations and create environments marked by distrust
and psychological strain (Lam et al., 2017; Fiset & Robinson, 2018). While existing research has largely focused on the direct
effects of such environments on outcomes such as job satisfaction and turnover intention, less attention has been paid to how

toxicity reshapes the social relations through which these outcomes emerge.

A dominant assumption in the literature is that toxic work environments produce immediate negative reactions, prompting
employees to disengage or exit organizations (Hom et al, 2017; Anjum et al., 2018). However, this perspective risks
oversimplifying the complex and often gradual processes through which employees respond to adverse conditions. Employees
embedded in toxic environments do not always withdraw directly; instead, they frequently adapt their behaviors in ways that
enable short-term survival within hierarchical and politically charged contexts. These adaptations, while functional in the short
term, may carry long-term consequences for both individuals and organizations. In this regard, understanding the intermediary

social processes that connect workplace toxicity to employee withdrawal becomes critical.
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One such process is the emergence of sycophantic behavior. Sycophancy, defined as the strategic use of flattery, conformity,
and deference to gain favor from those in positions of power, represents a form of political behavior that is deeply embedded
in organizational life (Judge & Bretz, 1994; Chahal & Poonam, 2015). Although often dismissed as an individual-level tactic,
sycophancy can be more meaningfully understood as a relational response to structural conditions characterized by uncertainty,
power asymmetry, and perceived injustice. In toxic workplaces, where meritocratic norms are undermined and interpersonal
trust is eroded, employees may increasingly rely on such behaviors to secutre resources, recognition, and job security. Rather
than reflecting purely opportunistic intent, sycophancy may thus signal a broader reconfiguration of social relations in which
authenticity is displaced by strategic compliance.

The normalization of sycophantic practices has significant implications for organizational dynamics. By privileging performative
alighment over genuine contribution, such behaviors can reinforce hierarchical inequalities and distort communication
processes. Moreover, they may undermine collective trust, as employees become skeptical of the intentions and actions of their
peers (Cook & Wall, 1980). In this sense, sycophancy does not merely coexist with workplace toxicity; it actively reproduces
and amplifies its effects by embedding political behavior within everyday interactions. Yet, despite its relevance, the role of
sycophancy as a mediating mechanism linking toxic environments to employee outcomes remains underexplored in empirical

research.

Alongside these behavioral adaptations, toxic work environments are also associated with deeper psychological and relational
consequences, notably organizational alienation. Alienation refers to a state of estrangement in which individuals feel
disconnected from their work, their organization, and, in some cases, their own sense of purpose and identity (Seeman, 1959;
Vinokurov & Kozhina, 2020). Within organizational contexts, alienation manifests as feelings of powerlessness,
meaninglessness, and social isolation, often arising when employees perceive a lack of control, fairness, or recognition in their
work environment (Ceylan & Sulu, 2011). Importantly, alienation is not simply an individual psychological state but a socially

produced condition that reflects the interplay between organizational structures and everyday interactions.

The link between toxic workplace conditions and alienation has been acknowledged in prior research, which suggests that
environments characterized by hostility and exclusion can erode employees’ sense of belonging and engagement (Rasool et al.,
2021). However, the processes through which such environments generate alienation remain insufficiently theorized. In
particular, the role of intermediaty relational dynamics, such as sycophantic behavior, in shaping experiences of alienation has
received limited attention. It is plausible that the increasing reliance on political compliance in toxic settings contributes to a
sense of disconnection, as employees navigate tensions between authentic self-expression and strategic adaptation. Over time,
this dissonance may culminate in withdrawal intentions, as individuals seek to escape environments that compromise their sense

of identity and agency.

Turnover intention, defined as an employee’s conscious and deliberate willingness to leave an organization, has long been
studied as a key outcome in organizational research (Hom et al., 2017). While prior studies have established strong associations
between adverse work conditions and turnover, much of this work adopts a linear perspective that overlooks the complexity
of underlying mechanisms. By focusing primarily on direct effects, existing models risk neglecting the ways in which social
relations mediate and shape employee responses. This limitation is particulatly salient in contexts marked by toxicity, where the

interplay of power, politics, and relational dynamics may produce indirect and cumulative pathways to withdrawal.

To address these gaps, the present study advances a relational and process-oriented perspective on workplace toxicity. Drawing
on social exchange theory (Cropanzano & Mitchell, 2005), we conceptualize organizational life as a system of reciprocal
relationships in which perceptions of fairness, support, and trust influence employee attitudes and behaviors. However, rather
than treating social exchange as a purely positive or equilibrium-driven process, we extend its application to examine how
imbalances and disruptions in exchange relationships give rise to adaptive behaviors and relational distortions. In toxic
environments, where reciprocity norms are violated, employees may engage in sycophantic behaviors as a means of restoring
perceived balance or securing favorable treatment. At the same time, these behaviors may exacerbate feelings of alienation by

reinforcing perceptions of inauthenticity and inequity.

Building on this framework, the study proposes that workplace toxicity influences turnover intention indirectly through a
sequential process involving sycophancy and organizational alienation. Specifically, toxicity is expected to foster sycophantic

behaviors as employees navigate uncertain and politically charged environments. These behaviors, in turn, are hypothesized to
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contribute to organizational alienation by undermining authentic relationships and reinforcing feelings of disconnection.
Ultimately, alienation is posited to drive turnover intention, reflecting a withdrawal response to sustained relational and
structural strain. By examining these pathways, the study shifts the focus from direct causal effects to the underlying social

processes that shape employee outcomes.

Empirically, the study draws on survey data collected from employees in central India, a context that offers valuable insights
into organizational dynamics within emerging economies. While research on workplace toxicity has often been conducted in
Western settings, there is a growing recognition of the need to explore these phenomena in diverse cultural and institutional
contexts (Kanchana & Jayathilaka, 2023). In environments characterized by hierarchical structures, collectivist norms, and
evolving labor markets, the dynamics of toxicity, compliance, and alienation may manifest in distinct ways. By situating the
analysis within this context, the study contributes to a more nuanced and globally relevant understanding of workplace relations.

The contributions of this research are threefold. First, it extends the literature on workplace toxicity by reconceptualizing it as
a relational condition that reshapes patterns of interaction, rather than merely a set of negative behaviors or perceptions. Second,
it introduces sycophancy as a critical yet underexplored mechanism through which employees adapt to and reproduce toxic
environments. Third, it highlights the central role of organizational alienation in translating these altered social dynamics into
withdrawal intentions. Together, these contributions offer a more comprehensive account of how toxicity operates within

organizations, emphasizing the importance of examining both behavioral adaptations and structural consequences.

In doing so, the study aligns with broader calls within organizational scholarship to move beyond simplistic and individualistic
explanations of workplace phenomena and to engage more deeply with the social and relational dimensions of work (Edwards,
2016). By foregrounding the interplay between power, behavior, and experience, it provides a foundation for future research
that secks to understand not only the outcomes of workplace toxicity but also the processes through which it is produced and
sustained. Ultimately, this perspective underscores the need to critically examine the conditions that give rise to compliance,

disconnection, and withdrawal in contemporary organizational life.
2. THEORETICAL BACKGROUND, LITERATURE REVIEW AND HYPOTHESES DEVELOPMENT
2.1 Workplace Toxicity as a Relational Condition

Workplace toxicity has often been conceptualized as a constellation of negative interpersonal behaviors, including incivility,
harassment, bullying, and exclusion (Lam et al., 2017; Fiset & Robinson, 2018). While this behavioral framing has been useful
in identifying harmful workplace practices, it risks reducing toxicity to isolated acts rather than understanding it as a broader
relational condition embedded within organizational structures. Toxicity is not merely the presence of negative behaviors; it
reflects a breakdown in the social fabric of work, where trust, reciprocity, and mutual recognition are systematically undermined
(Rasool et al., 2021). In such environments, everyday interactions become sites of tension, uncertainty, and strategic navigation.

From a social exchange perspective, organizational relationships are sustained through norms of reciprocity, where employees
respond to perceived organizational support with positive attitudes and behaviors (Cropanzano & Mitchell, 2005). However,
when these norms are violated—as is often the case in toxic environments—employees expetience a disruption in expected
exchange relationships. This disruption does not necessarily result in immediate withdrawal. Instead, employees may seck
alternative strategies to restore balance or secure favorable outcomes within constrained conditions. These strategies are shaped
by power asymmetries and the perceived arbitrariness of organizational rewards, leading individuals to rely less on formal

performance criteria and more on informal relational tactics.

Toxic environments also tend to blur the boundaries between formal and informal organizational processes. Decision-making
may appear opaque, favoritism may become normalized, and meritocratic ideals may be perceived as compromised. In such
contexts, employees are incentivized to engage in behaviors that align them with power holders, even if such behaviors
contradict norms of authenticity and fairness. This shift reflects a transformation in the nature of workplace relations, where

compliance and impression management become central to navigating organizational life.

Importantly, toxicity operates not only at the interpersonal level but also at the structural level, shaping how individuals interpret
their position within the organization. The experience of working in a toxic environment can produce a heightened sense of

vulnerability, as employees perceive their outcomes to be contingent on factors beyond their control. This perception reinforces
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the need for adaptive strategies that can mitigate risk and enhance security, even if such strategies carry longer-term relational
costs.

In this context, workplace toxicity can be understood as a catalyst that reconfigures social relations by altering the basis on
which employees engage with one another and with the organization. Rather than fostering collaboration and mutual support,
toxic environments encourage behaviors that prioritize self-preservation and alignment with authority. These dynamics suggest
that toxicity is likely to influence not only individual outcomes but also the emergence of specific relational patterns within

organizations.
H1: Workplace toxicity is positively associated with workplace sycophancy.
2.2 Sycophancy as Political Compliance and Relational Adaptation

Sycophancy, often described as the use of flattery and ingratiation to gain favor, has traditionally been examined within the
literature on impression management and organizational politics (Judge & Bretz, 1994; Chahal & Poonam, 2015). While these
perspectives highlight the instrumental nature of such behavior, they tend to treat sycophancy as an individual-level choice
rather than a response shaped by organizational context. In contrast, a relational perspective suggests that sycophantic behavior
emerges as an adaptive strategy within environments characterized by uncertainty, inequality, and compromised norms of

fairness.

In organizational settings where formal evaluation criteria are perceived as unreliable or biased, employees may turn to informal
mechanisms to secure recognition and advancement. Sycophancy, in this sense, functions as a form of political compliance,
allowing individuals to align themselves with those in positions of authority. This alignment is not necessarily driven by genuine
agreement or identification but by the strategic need to navigate power structures effectively. As such, sycophancy reflects a

shift from authenticity to performativity in workplace interactions.

The normalization of sycophantic behavior has broader implications for organizational dynamics. It can distort communication
processes, as employees may withhold dissenting views or critical feedback to maintain favorable relationships with superiors.
Over time, this can lead to a culture where conformity is rewarded and dissent is discouraged, reinforcing hierarchical control
while limiting opportunities for genuine dialogue. Moreover, the presence of sycophantic behavior can erode trust among

employees, as individuals become uncertain about the sincerity of others’ actions and intentions (Cook & Wall, 1980).

From a social exchange perspective, sycophancy can be interpreted as an attempt to recalibrate exchange relationships under
conditions of perceived imbalance. When employees believe that effort and performance are insufficient to secure desired
outcomes, they may invest in relational strategies that increase their visibility and favorability. However, these strategies are not
without cost. Engaging in sycophantic behavior may create internal tensions, as individuals navigate the dissonance between
their authentic selves and their performed roles. This dissonance can have implications for how employees relate to their work

and organization.

Furthermore, the prevalence of sycophantic behavior can contribute to the reproduction of toxic environments. By reinforcing
unequal power relations and legitimizing favoritism, such behaviors sustain the very conditions that necessitate their use. In this
way, sycophancy operates both as a response to toxicity and as a mechanism that perpetuates it. These dynamics suggest that
sycophantic behavior is likely to have downstream consequences for employees’ sense of connection and engagement within

the organization.
H2: Workplace sycophancy is positively associated with organizational alienation.
2.3 Organizational Alienation as a Consequence of Distorted Relations

Organizational alienation has long been recognized as a critical construct in understanding employees’ experiences of
disconnection from their work and workplace (Seeman, 1959; Ceylan & Sulu, 2011). It encompasses feelings of powetlessness,
meaninglessness, and social isolation, reflecting a breakdown in the relationship between individuals and the organizational

structures within which they operate. While alienation has often been studied as an outcome of structural conditions such as

job design and lack of autonomyj, its relational dimensions are equally W
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In environments where sycophantic behavior is prevalent, employees may experience a growing sense of disconnection from
both their work and their colleagues. The emphasis on performative compliance over authentic engagement can undermine the
intrinsic meaning of work, as individuals perceive their contributions to be valued not for their substance but for their alignment

with power. This perception can lead to a sense of meaninglessness, as the link between effort and outcome becomes obscured.

Moreover, the relational dynamics associated with sycophancy can contribute to feelings of social isolation. When interactions
are shaped by strategic considerations rather than genuine connection, employees may find it difficult to establish trusting and
supportive relationships. This lack of authentic social interaction can reinforce a sense of detachment from the organizational
community. Over time, such detachment may extend to the organization as a whole, as employees come to view it as an

environment that does not support their values or identity.

Alienation also reflects a perceived loss of agency. In toxic and politically charged environments, employees may feel that they
have limited control over their work and career outcomes. This sense of powetlessness is exacerbated when success appears to
depend on factors such as favoritism or political alignment rather than competence or effort. As a result, employees may

disengage psychologically, reducing their emotional investment in the organization.

The experience of alienation has important implications for employee behavior, particularly in relation to withdrawal. When
individuals feel disconnected from their work and organization, they are more likely to consider leaving as a means of restoring
a sense of alignhment and autonomy (Sezgili & Yilmaz, 2022). However, this decision is often the culmination of a gradual
process rather than an immediate reaction. Understanding the role of alienation in this process is therefore essential for

capturing the full impact of toxic workplace dynamics.
H3: Organizational alienation is positively associated with turnover intention.
2.4 Indirect Pathways: From Toxicity to Withdrawal through Relational Mechanisms

While prior research has established links between workplace toxicity and turnover intention, these relationships are often
conceptualized as direct and immediate (Anjum et al., 2018; Hom et al., 2017). Such models, however, may overlook the
complex pathways through which employees interpret and respond to adverse conditions. A relational perspective suggests that
the impact of toxicity on withdrawal is mediated by changes in social interactions and subjective experiences, rather than

occurring in a linear fashion.

Drawing on social exchange theory, it can be argued that toxicity distupts the reciprocal foundations of organizational
relationships, prompting employees to adopt alternative strategies to navigate their environment. As discussed eatlier, one such
strategy is the adoption of sycophantic behavior, which enables individuals to manage uncertainty and align with power
structures. However, this adaptation may simultaneously undermine the authenticity of workplace interactions, contributing to
a sense of alienation. In this way, toxicity initiates a chain of relational and psychological processes that ultimately influence

turnover intention.

The absence of a direct relationship between toxicity and turnover intention, as observed in some empirical studies, further
supportts the need to consider mediated pathways. Employees may initially tolerate or adapt to toxic conditions, particularly
when external opportunities are limited or when organizational ties are strong. During this period, behavioral and psychological
adjustments occur, reshaping how individuals engage with their work and colleagues. It is only when these adjustments lead to

sustained disconnection and dissatisfaction that withdrawal intentions become salient.

By examining the sequential roles of sycophancy and alienation, the present study seeks to capture these indirect dynamics. This
approach not only provides a more nuanced understanding of how toxicity operates but also highlights the importance of
relational mechanisms in shaping employee outcomes. It suggests that interventions aimed at reducing turnover must address

not only the presence of toxic behaviors but also the underlying social processes that sustain them.

H4: Workplace toxicity has an indirect positive effect on turnover intention through workplace sycophancy and
organizational alienation.

Figure 1 depicts the hypothesized Conceptual framework.

816
Natural Resources for Human Health (NRFHH)

https://nrfhh.com



Natural Resources for
Human Health
eISSN: 2583-1194

H1

Workplace

Workplace Organizational

Toxicity Sycophancy Alienation

Figure 1 Conceptual Framework

3. METHODOLOGY
3.1 Research Design

This study adopts a quantitative, cross-sectional research design to examine how workplace toxicity reshapes social relations
through sycophancy and organizational alienation, ultimately influencing turnover intention. While cross-sectional designs are
often critiqued for their limitations in establishing causality, they remain appropriate in contexts where the objective is to
examine theoretically grounded relational pathways within a specific organizational setting, particularly when access to
longitudinal data is constrained (Rasool et al., 2021). In line with the study’s relational perspective, the design focuses not only
on direct associations but also on mediated processes that capture how employees interpret and respond to their work

environments.

The empirical approach is guided by social exchange theory, which provides a basis for examining how disruptions in perceived
reciprocity shape behavioral and attitudinal responses (Cropanzano & Mitchell, 2005). Structural equation modeling (SEM) is
employed to test the proposed relationships, as it allows for the simultaneous estimation of multiple interdependent
relationships and the assessment of indirect effects within a unified framework.

3.2 Sample and Data Collection

Data were collected from employees working across diverse organizations in central India. This context provides a relevant
empirical setting due to its combination of hierarchical organizational structures, evolving employment practices, and increasing
attention to workplace well-being. A total of 262 questionnaires were distributed using a random sampling approach, out of
which 239 usable responses were obtained, yielding a high response rate.

The sample reflects a relatively young and educated workforce. Approximately 66.7% of respondents were male, and 72.4%
were married. A significant proportion of participants (73.4%) were below the age of 35, and 88.6% had completed or were
pursuing postgraduate education. In terms of organizational tenure, the majority of respondents (42.3%) had between one and
four years of work experience. While the sample is not intended to be statistically representative of all sectors, it captures a
segment of the workforce where issues of workplace dynamics, career uncertainty, and relational navigation are particularly

salient.

Participation in the study was voluntary, and respondents were assured of anonymity and confidentiality. Ethical approval was
obtained from the relevant institutional committee, and informed consent was secured prior to data collection.

3.3 Measures

All constructs were measured using established scales adapted from prior research to ensure validity and comparability.

e  Workplace Toxicity (WT): Measured using a five-point Likert scale adapted from Kerse and Babadag (2018),
capturing employees’ perceptions of negative interpersonal behaviors such as harassment, exclusion, and incivility.

e Workplace Sycophancy (WSP): Assessed using a 21-item scale incorporating dimensions such as ingratiation,
exemplification, and dependence (Chahal & Poonam, 2015; Flynn et al., 2016). This scale captures the extent to which

employees engage in strategic compliance and impression management behaviors.

e Organizational Alienation (OZA): Measured using a 6-item scale developed by Mayes-Elma (2003), reflecting

feelings of detachment, powerlessness, and disconnection from the organization.

e Turnover Intention (TOI): Assessed using the Turnover Intention Scale (TIS-6) developed by Jacobs (2005),

capturing employees’ conscious intention to leave their organization.
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All items were rated on a five-point Likert scale ranging from 1 (“strongly disagree”) to 5 (“strongly agree”). Minor wording
adjustments were made to ensure contextual relevance while preserving the original meaning of the items.

3.4 Data Analysis Strategy

Data analysis was conducted in multiple stages to ensure the reliability and validity of the measurement model before testing

the structural relationships.

First, the data were assessed for normality using the Kolmogorov—Smirnov and Shapiro—Wilk tests. The results indicated
deviations from normal distribution (p < 0.05), justifying the use of non-parametric techniques and bootstrapping procedures
in subsequent analyses. Given this, SEM with bootstrapping was employed to enhance the robustness of parameter estimates
(Zappala et al., 2013).

Second, exploratory factor analysis (EFA) was conducted to examine the underlying structure of the scales. The Kaiser—Meyer—
Olkin (KMO) values exceeded the recommended threshold of 0.60 (WSP = 0.871; OZA = 0.799; TOI = 0.871), and Bartlett’s
test of sphericity was significant (p < 0.001), indicating the suitability of the data for factor analysis. Items with factor loadings
below 0.40 were excluded to ensure construct validity.

Third, confirmatory factor analysis (CFA) was performed to validate the measurement model. Model fit indices indicated a
satisfactory fit (CFL, IFI, TLI > 0.90; RMSEA within acceptable range), supporting the convergent and discriminant validity of

the constructs.

Reliability analysis was conducted using Cronbach’s alpha coefficients, all of which exceeded the recommended threshold of
0.70 (WT = 0.854; WSP = 0.940; OZA = 0.800; TOI = 0.893), indicating high internal consistency.

Correlation analysis using Spearman’s coefficient was performed due to non-normality, revealing significant positive
relationships among the key variables. These preliminary findings provided support for proceeding with hypothesis testing.

3.5 Structural Model and Mediation Analysis

The hypothesized relationships were tested using structural equation modeling. Prior to estimation, multicollinearity diagnostics
were conducted using tolerance and variance inflation factor (VIF) values. All tolerance values exceeded 0.10 and VIF values
wete below 10, indicating no multicollinearity concerns (Zappala et al., 2013).

To test the indirect effects, bootstrapping procedures were employed, as recommended for non-normally distributed data. The
mediation analysis followed a stepwise approach by comparing models with and without mediators. This enabled the

identification of both partial and full mediation effects.

The results indicated that workplace toxicity significantly influenced workplace sycophancy, which in turn significantly affected
organizational alienation. Organizational alienation emerged as a significant predictor of turnover intention. Notably, the direct
effects of workplace toxicity and workplace sycophancy on turnover intention were not statistically significant, suggesting that
the relationship operates primarily through indirect pathways. These findings provide empirical support for the proposed

relational process linking toxicity to withdrawal.
3.6 Methodological Considerations

While the study provides valuable insights into the relational dynamics of workplace toxicity, certain limitations should be
acknowledged. The cross-sectional design restricts causal inference, and the reliance on self-reported data raises the possibility
of common method bias. However, procedural remedies such as anonymity and scale separation were employed to mitigate
this risk.

Additionally, the study is situated within a specific regional context, which may limit generalizability. Nevertheless, this context
also offers an opportunity to extend existing research by examining workplace dynamics in underexplored settings. Future
research could build on these findings by employing longitudinal designs and incorporating multi-source data to capture the

evolving nature of workplace relations.
4. RESULTS
4.1 Descriptive Statistics and Correlation Analysis
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The descriptive statistics and inter-correlations among the study variables are presented in Table 1. Workplace toxicity (M =
2.25, SD = 0.874) reflects a moderate presence across the sample, whereas workplace sycophancy (M = 3.38, SD = 1.08)
appears relatively more pronounced, suggesting the prevalence of compliance-oriented behaviors within organizational settings.
Otganizational alienation (M = 2.51, SD = 0.797) and turnover intention (M = 2.25, SD = 0.834) indicate moderate levels of

psychological disconnection and withdrawal tendencies.

As shown in Table 1, workplace toxicity is positively and significantly correlated with workplace sycophancy (r = 0.657, p <
0.01), organizational alienation (r = 0.416, p < 0.01), and turnover intention (r = 0.576, p < 0.01). Workplace sycophancy is
also significantly associated with organizational alienation (r = 0.319, p < 0.01) and turnover intention (r = 0.583, p < 0.01).
Organizational alienation, in turn, shows a significant positive relationship with turnover intention (r = 0.476, p < 0.01). These
correlations provide preliminary support for the proposed relational linkages while also indicating the need for multivariate
analysis to unpack the underlying mechanisms.

Table 1. Descriptive Statistics and Correlations

Variables Mean SD 1 2 3 4
1. Workplace Toxicity | 2.25 0.874 1
2. Workpl
orkplace | 5 39 1.08 0.657% | 1
Sycophancy
3, Oroanizational
R 0.797 04165 | 0319% |1
Alienation
4. Turnover Intention | 2.25 0.834 0576 | 0583+ | 04767 | 1

Note: N = 239; **p < 0.01
4.2 Measurement Model and Validity Assessment

Prior to testing the structural relationships, the reliability and validity of the measurement model were assessed. The results,
summarized in Table 2, indicate that all constructs demonstrate satisfactory internal consistency, with Cronbach’s alpha values
exceeding the recommended threshold of 0.70. Factor loadings across all items fall within acceptable ranges, supporting

convergent validity.
These findings suggest that the measurement model is robust and suitable for subsequent structural analysis.

Table 2. Measurement Model and Reliability

Construct Items Factor Loadings Cronbach’s Alpha
Workplace Toxicity 5 0.61 —0.84 0.854

Workplace Sycophancy 21 0.58 —0.89 0.94
Organizational Alienation 6 0.55-0.81 0.8

Turnover Intention 6 0.60 — 0.87 0.893

4.3 Structural Model Evaluation

The structural model was assessed using standard goodness-of-fit indices. As presented in Table 3, the model demonstrates an
acceptable fit with the data (CFI = 0.93, TLI = 0.91, IFI = 0.92, RMSEA = 0.067), indicating that the proposed framework
adequately captutes the observed relationships.
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Table 3. Model Fit Indices

Fit Index Recommended Value Model Value

CFI 2> 0.90 0.93

TLI >0.90 0.91

IFI 2 0.90 0.92

RMSEA <0.08 0.067
4.4 Hypothesis Testing

The results of the structural model are presented in Table 4. Workplace toxicity has a strong and significant positive effect on
workplace sycophancy (3 = 0.669, p = 0.008), supporting H1. This finding indicates that toxic environments are associated

with increased reliance on compliance-oriented and politically motivated behaviors.

Workplace sycophancy, in turn, significantly influences organizational alienation (3 = 0.438, p = 0.008), supporting H2. This
suggests that while sycophantic behavior may function as an adaptive response, it is associated with longer-term relational

disconnection.

Organizational alienation has a significant positive effect on turnover intention (3 = 0.352, p = 0.009), supporting H3. This

finding reinforces the role of alienation as a key mechanism driving employee withdrawal.

However, the direct effects of workplace toxicity (3 = 0.277, p = 0.124) and workplace sycophancy (3 = 0.207, p = 0.211) on
turnover intention are not statistically significant. These results suggest that the influence of these variables on turnover operates

primarily through indirect pathways rather than direct effects.

Table 4. Structural Model Results

Hypothesis Path Beta (B) p-value Result

H1 WT — WSP 0.669 0.008 Supported

H2 WSP — OZA 0.438 0.008 Supported

H3 OZA — TOI 0.352 0.009 Supported

— WT — TOIL 0.277 0.124 Not Supported

—_ WSP — TOI 0.207 0.211 Not Supported
4.5 Mediation Analysis

To examine the indirect effects, mediation analysis was conducted using bootstrapping techniques. The results, presented in
Table 5, indicate that workplace toxicity has a significant indirect effect on turnover intention through workplace sycophancy

and organizational alienation, supporting H4.

When mediators are excluded, workplace toxicity significantly predicts turnover intention. However, upon inclusion of
workplace sycophancy and organizational alienation, the direct effect becomes non-significant, indicating full mediation. This
suggests that toxicity influences turnover intention primarily through its impact on relational and psychological processes rather

than through a direct pathway.

Table 5. Mediation Analysis (Bootstrapping Results)

Direct Indirect
Path e ;;cht Enf f;‘:c Total Effect | Mediation Type
WT — TOI 0.28 (ns) Significant Significant Full Mediation
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WT — OZA — TOI 0.21 (ns) Significant Significant Full Mediation

WT — WSP — OZA — TOI | — Significant Significant Sequential Mediation

Overall, the findings support a fully mediated relational model, in which workplace toxicity shapes employee withdrawal
through intermediate processes of sycophantic adaptation and organizational alienation. The absence of significant direct effects
underscores the importance of examining how toxic envitonments transform workplace relations before translating into

turnover intentions.
5. DISCUSSION

This study set out to examine how workplace toxicity shapes employee withdrawal by reconfiguring social relations within
organizations. Rather than treating toxicity as a direct antecedent of turnover intention, the findings reveal a more complex,
processual pathway in which employees first adapt behaviorally through sycophancy and subsequently experience organizational
alienation, which then drives withdrawal intentions. This pattern challenges dominant linear models and instead positions

toxicity as a relational condition that transforms how individuals engage with power, authenticity, and meaning at work.
5.1 Rethinking Workplace Toxicity: From Immediate Exit to Relational Adaptation

A central contribution of this study lies in demonstrating that workplace toxicity does not directly translate into turnover
intention when relational mechanisms are taken into account. While prior research has largely assumed a straightforward link
between toxic environments and employee exit (Anjum et al., 2018; Hom et al., 2017), the present findings suggest that
employees do not immediately disengage or withdraw. Instead, they remain embedded within the organization and adjust their

behaviors in ways that enable short-term survival.

This shift from immediate withdrawal to adaptive engagement highlights the importance of understanding toxicity as a
condition that restructures social relations rather than simply producing negative outcomes. In contexts characterized by
uncertainty, perceived injustice, and power asymmetries, employees appear to recalibrate their strategies, prioritizing alignment
with authority over authenticity. This suggests that toxic workplaces may be sustained not only by harmful behaviors but also
by the adaptive responses they generate among employees, thereby normalizing and reproducing dysfunctional relational

patterns.
5.2 Sycophancy as Political Compliance and Organizational Reproduction

The finding that workplace toxicity significantly predicts sycophantic behavior provides important insight into the political
dynamics of organizational life. Sycophancy is often dismissed as an individual disposition or moral failing; however, the results
of this study indicate that it is more appropriately understood as a structurally conditioned response. In environments where
formal systems of evaluation are perceived as unreliable or biased, employees appear to rely on informal strategies of influence

and alignment to secure resources and recognition.

From this perspective, sycophancy represents a form of political compliance that allows individuals to navigate hierarchical
power structures under conditions of uncertainty. However, this compliance is not neutral in its effects. By reinforcing
asymmetrical power relations and privileging performative loyalty over substantive contribution, sycophantic behavior
contributes to the reproduction of toxic organizational environments. It normalizes a mode of interaction in which authenticity
is subordinated to strategic self-presentation, thereby eroding the relational foundations of trust and openness.

This interpretation aligns with broader critical perspectives that view organizational behavior not merely as a set of individual
choices but as embedded within systems of power and control. Sycophancy, in this sense, can be seen as both a symptom and
a mechanism of organizational dysfunction, simultaneously reflecting and sustaining the conditions that give rise to it.

5.3 Alienation as the Relational Cost of Compliance

While sycophantic behavior may offer short-term adaptive benefits, the findings indicate that it is associated with increased
organizational alienation. This highlights a critical tension between behavioral adaptation and psychological experience. As

employees engage in strategic compliance, they may experience a growing dissonance between their authentic selves and their
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performed roles. Over time, this dissonance appears to manifest as a sense of disconnection from the organization, its values,

and its social environment.

By linking sycophancy to alienation, the study extends existing research on organizational alienation beyond structural
determinants such as job design and autonomy (Ceylan & Sulu, 2011). It suggests that alienation is also produced through
everyday relational practices, particularly those that undermine authenticity and mutual recognition. In this regard, alienation
emerges not only as a response to structural constraints but also as a consequence of the relational strategies that employees

adopt within those constraints.

The findings further reinforce the role of alienation as a key mechanism driving turnover intention. Rather than leaving in direct
response to toxicity, employees appear to withdraw after experiencing sustained disconnection from their work and
organizational context. This process underscores the importance of examining the cumulative effects of relational and
psychological dynamics in shaping employee decisions.

5.4 A Process Model of Toxicity, Compliance, and Withdrawal

Taken together, the results support a sequential mediation model in which workplace toxicity influences turnover intention
through workplace sycophancy and organizational alienation. This processual perspective contributes to a more nuanced
understanding of how adverse workplace conditions translate into behavioral outcomes. It suggests that toxicity initiates a chain

of adaptations and experiences that unfold over time, rather than producing immediate effects.

This model also highlights the interplay between agency and structure in shaping employee behavior. While individuals actively
engage in strategies such as sycophancy, these strategies are conditioned by the structural features of the organizational
environment, including power hierarchies and perceived inequities. The resulting patterns of behavior and experience are thus

co-produced through the interaction of individual responses and organizational conditions.

Importantly, the absence of significant direct effects from toxicity and sycophancy to turnover intention underscores the
limitations of models that focus solely on direct relationships. By foregrounding indirect pathways, the study demonstrates the

value of examining how social relations mediate the impact of organizational contexts on employee outcomes.
5.5. Contributions to Theory

This study makes several contributions to the literature on workplace relations and organizational behavior. First, it
reconceptualizes workplace toxicity as a relational and structural condition that reshapes patterns of interaction, rather than
merely a collection of negative behaviors. This perspective shifts the focus from outcomes to processes, aligning with calls for

more dynamic and contextually grounded analyses of organizational phenomena (Edwards, 2016).

Second, the study introduces sycophancy as a critical yet underexplored mechanism through which employees adapt to and
reproduce toxic environments. By positioning sycophancy as a form of political compliance, it extends existing research on
organizational politics and impression management, highlighting the role of power and uncertainty in shaping behavioral

responses.

Third, the study advances understanding of organizational alienation by linking it to relational dynamics and behavioral
adaptation. This integration of behavioral and experiential perspectives provides a more comprehensive account of how

employees become disconnected from their work and organization.

Finally, the study contributes to social exchange theory by demonstrating how disruptions in reciprocity can lead not only to
withdrawal but also to the emergence of alternative exchange strategies that have unintended consequences. This highlights the
need to consider both positive and negative dynamics within exchange relationships.

5.6 Implications for Practice

Consistent with the journal’s emphasis on critically informed engagement with practice, the findings suggest several areas for
reflection rather than prescriptive recommendations. Organizations often focus on reducing overtly toxic behaviors without
addressing the underlying relational and structural conditions that sustain them. The prevalence of sycophantic behavior in
toxic environments indicates that employees may adapt in ways that mask deeper issues, creating an appearance of compliance

while eroding trust and authenticity.
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This raises important questions about the design of performance management systems, leadership practices, and organizational
cultures that may inadvertently reward conformity over critical engagement. Addressing workplace toxicity therefore requires
attention not only to individual behaviors but also to the broader systems of power and evaluation that shape them. Efforts to
foster more transparent, equitable, and participatory organizational processes may help to mitigate the conditions that give rise

to both toxicity and sycophancy.
5.7 Limitations and Future Research

While the study provides valuable insights, several limitations should be acknowledged. The cross-sectional design limits the
ability to draw causal inferences, and future research could employ longitudinal approaches to examine how the identified
processes unfold over time. Additionally, the reliance on self-reported data raises the possibility of common method bias,
although procedural safeguards were implemented.

The study’s focus on a specific regional context also presents opportunities for further research. Comparative studies across
different cultural and institutional settings could shed light on how the dynamics of toxicity, compliance, and alienation vary
across contexts. Moreover, qualitative approaches could provide deeper insight into the lived experiences of employees

navigating toxic environments, capturing nuances that may not be fully reflected in survey data.
gatung > €ap g y y y

Future research could also explore additional mediating and moderating factors, such as leadership styles, organizational justice,

and employee resilience, to further unpack the complexity of these relationships.
6. CONCLUSION

This study set out to move beyond linear accounts of workplace toxicity by examining how it reshapes social relations and, in
doing so, generates pathways to employee withdrawal. The findings show that toxicity does not directly push employees out of
organizations. Instead, it alters the relational logic of the workplace, encouraging forms of political compliance such as
sycophancy, which gradually erode authenticity and culminate in organizational alienation. It is this accumulated sense of

disconnection—rather than toxicity per se—that ultimately drives turnover intention.

By foregrounding these dynamics, the study reframes workplace toxicity as a relational and processual phenomenon rather
than a discrete set of negative behaviors. Employees are not passive recipients of toxic conditions; they actively adapt to them.
Yet, these adaptations carry unintended consequences. Sycophantic behaviors, while enabling short-term navigation of power
structures, contribute to the reproduction of environments where trust, merit, and open engagement are undermined. In this
sense, toxicity persists not only because of overt dysfunction but also because of the everyday practices through which it is

accommodated and normalized.

The study contributes to a deeper understanding of how organizational contexts shape both behavior and experience. It
highlights that withdrawal is rarely immediate; it is the endpoint of a sequence in which employees first adjust, then disengage,
and finally detach. Recognizing this progression opens up new avenues for examining the temporal and relational dimensions

of workplace phenomena.

Ultimately, the findings draw attention to a fundamental tension within contemporary organizations: the coexistence of formal
ideals of fairness and performance with informal dynamics of power and compliance. Addressing workplace toxicity therefore
requires more than eliminating negative behaviors—it calls for a critical examination of the relational structures and

organizational logics that make such behaviors both necessary and effective.
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