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INTRODUCTION

Narcissistic leadership is fundamentally driven by a profound need for power and admiration,
which significantly supersedes any empathetic concern for subordinates or the institution being led
(Suhardoyo, 2022). The cardinal feature of narcissistic leadership is an exaggerated view of self-
grandiosity, coupled with a persistent need to be the center of attention and an expectation of special
treatment stemming from perceived superiority (Aprilyanti et al., 2024). Narcissistic individuals
inherently tend to view themselves as superior to others and exhibit a deficit in empathy (Aprilyanti et
al., 2024). The leader's manifestation of grandiosity directly creates a threatening and resource-
depleting environment for employees. This is evident in their attempts to maintain a "superior" self-
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image through practices like micromanagement, the refusal to delegate tasks based on the belief that
"No One Can Do It Like Me," and the making of unilateral decisions without soliciting subordinate
input. Furthermore, they frequently reject feedback and criticism, and they tend to displace blame onto
others when failures occur. This behavior systematically damages work dynamics, fosters an unhealthy
competitive environment, and significantly deteriorates the organizational psychological climate
(Nanlohy et al., 2025). Consequently, these personality traits transform into an organizational risk factor
that must be proactively anticipated. The primary case study gap originates from a dearth of research
exploring moderating factors that could potentially buffer employees (e.g., internal self-regulation or
robust team support) from the negative impacts of Narcissistic Leadership (NL). Future research must
bridge this gap by identifying the contextual and psychological conditions that determine whether a
narcissistic leader's initial charisma will ultimately lead to positive performance outcomes or
deteriorate into a toxic and silence-promoting environment.

This research endeavors to determine how a work environment characterized by narcissistic
leadership often defined by efforts to construct an Organizational Grandiosity image beyond reality
creates an atmosphere of threat and fear, reflected by the activation of the amygdala. This threat
response subsequently depletes employees' positive internal resources (psychological capital), which
ultimately prompts them to withhold crucial voices, ideas, and concerns, culminating in detrimental
organizational silence. By integrating management, psychological, and neuroscientific perspectives,
this study aspires to provide a profound understanding of the biological and psychological costs
associated with narcissistic leadership.

LITERATURE REVIEW

Grandiose Narcissism in Leadership

Narcissistic leadership is fundamentally characterized by leaders who exhibit a cluster of traits,
including grandiosity, arrogance, self-focus, entitlement, and minimal empathy (Lousa & Alves, 2025).
Specifically, grandiosity is understood as possessing an overly elevated view of the self and one’s
significance, coupled with an exaggerated sense of one’s own abilities and importance (Mankelwicz &
Milligan, 2025). This grandiosity is a central, defining feature in explaining the actions of narcissistic
leadership (Lousa & Alves, 2025). Although narcissism is a complex and multifaceted construct
encompassing agentic, antagonistic, and neurotic narcissism all are unified by essential features such
as a preoccupation with self-interest and a sense of entitlement (Lynch & Benson, 2024). Nevertheless,
contemporary research acknowledges that this trait often manifests across a broad spectrum,
potentially even incorporating underlying vulnerability or insecurity (Mankelwicz & Milligan, 2025).

Organizational Silence

Organizational Silence (OS) is explicitly defined as the act where employees intentionally
withhold ideas, concerns, or information relevant for organizational improvement (Shen et al., 2025).
This definition, emphasized in a 2025 study in Frontiers in Public Health, highlights that such silence
constitutes a deliberate choice, albeit often a defensive or compelled response (Shen et al., 2025). It is
crucial to underscore that Organizational Silence is generally viewed as a collective phenomenon that
is systematically reinforced by management practices (Morrison & Milliken, 2000). This concept is
distinct from employee silence, which is primarily an individual action highly influenced by the
immediate environment and leadership. Thus, when silence becomes a defining characteristic of an
organization, it is considered a consequence of internal organizational forces, specifically management
power that systematically encourages the suppression of information (Morrison & Milliken, 2000).
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Defensive Silence

In the context of antagonistic and oppressive leadership (NL), the most relevant form of non-
communication is Defensive Silence, defined as the deliberate withholding of ideas based on fear (Kim
& Wang, 2024). The connection between this behavior and Narcissistic Leadership (NL) is particularly
robust. Since NL is fundamentally characterized by anger and defensiveness when criticized,
employees rapidly learn that voicing concerns constitutes a high-risk behavior (Cognitive Tech, n.d.).
Given that power derived from the leader systematically reinforces silence (Morrison & Milliken, 2000),
any vocal behavior that does not align with the narcissistic leader's self-interest is highly likely to be
sanctioned. This power dynamic consequently compels employees to resort to a defensive silence
strategy.

Systemic Withdrawal Cost: Silence as a Resource Conservation Strategy

Under the Conservation of Resources (COR) theory, silence can be interpreted as an adaptive
defensive strategy. Given that Narcissistic Leadership (NL) creates chronic strain and resource
depletion and because attempts to voice concerns are often met with contempt or anger (which
constitutes a further resource loss/threat) employees strive to preserve their remaining psychological
and social capital (Honsova et al., 2025). Silence, particularly in its defensive or acquiescent forms, is a
low-cost, low-effort attempt to halt continuous depletion, achieved by avoiding interpersonal
antagonism and the effort costs associated with attempting to change the work environment (Seong &
Abdul Halim, 2025).

METHOD

Interpretative Phenomenological Analysis (IPA) was selected as the primary methodology due
to its inherent focus on lived experience and its hermeneutic interpretation of how individuals make
meaning from the phenomena of interest (Nizza et al., 2021). IPA is specifically relevant because this
study seeks to delve into the phenomenology of two highly internal variables: Psychological Capital
Depletion and Amygdala Activation. The key research question is not whether these variables are
correlated, but rather what it feels like for employees when their Psychological Capital (Self-Efficacy,
Hope, Optimism, Resilience) is eroded, and how fear manifests emotionally and physically (Amygdala
Proxy) (Girisoma & Lie, 2024). This research addresses a highly sensitive topic: the impact of potentially
destructive leadership on employee psychology which often creates an environment of fear and
Organizational Silence. Participants who meet the criteria namely, those who have actively chosen to
remain silent represent a hard-to-reach population (Simkus, 2023).

1. Purposive Sampling

Purposive sampling was employed as the initial selection phase to identify organizations that
meet the predetermined situational and leadership criteria. Through this technique, the
researcher can select a sample deemed most representative and capable of providing in-depth
information relevant to the research objectives. Contextually, organizations that place a strong
emphasis on individual success and are characterized by a rigid, hierarchical structure often
serve as the background that triggers the emergence of narcissistic leadership (Nanlohy et al.,
2025).

2. Tiered Snowball Sampling
The snowball sampling technique becomes crucial for accessing informants. Given the high
degree of trust required for this research, this technique allows the researcher to reach
participants through established referral networks. The use of an Exponential Discriminative
approach within snowball sampling is intended to ensure that every new referral obtained
continues to meet the strict homogeneity criteria mandated by Interpretative
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Phenomenological Analysis (IPA). These criteria mandate that all informants must share
similar experiences, both in terms of the intensity of interaction with the narcissistic leader and
the manifestation of Organizational Silence.

3. Sample Size Rationale
In accordance with the demands of IPA for in-depth idiographic analysis, the sample size is
kept intentionally small, ideally ranging between 6 to 10 key informants in total. This limitation
on sample size aims to maximize the hermeneutic depth in understanding individual
experiences, rather than focusing on statistical generalization.

Key Informant Selection Criteria

The inclusion criteria were meticulously designed to ensure that each participant has experienced the
full hypothesized cycle of triggers, internal psychological processes, and subsequent outcomes.

Table 1: Interpretative Phenomenological Analysis (IPA) Participant Selection Criteria

Methodological Justification and Variable

Participant Inclusion Criteria .
P Linkage

The intense and frequent interaction with the
Narcissistic Leader yields the richest narrative
Direct Report Employees data concerning the manifestations of
Grandiosity and the direct triggers of the threat
response (Amygdala Proxy).

This duration is necessary to allow for the
reconstruction of the gradual process of
Psychological Capital (PsyCap) Depletion and
the consolidation of Organizational Silence
behavior as a coping mechanism.

Minimum Exposure Duration: One Year Under
the Leader

Participants must exhibit the behavior of
withholding ideas, concerns, or important
information due to feelings of fear or futility
(helplessness). This criterion directly validates
Demonstration of Organizational Silence their relevance to the dependent variable (i.e.,
Organizational  Silence), ensuring that
informants have adopted either Defensive or
Acquiescent Silence in response to a
threatening leadership context.

A rich narrative concerning anxiety and
physical responses to a leader is required,
Acute Emotional Distress Experience which will serve as a qualitative
operationalization for Proxy Amygdala
Activation

Source: Data Processed by Researcher (2025)
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RESULT AND DISCUSSION

Integrative Model Synthesis

This model posits a causal pathway, asserting that Psychological Capital Depletion and
Employee Amygdala Activation are mutually reinforcing mediators that explain the transition from
Organizational Grandiosity to Organizational Silence. The model emphasizes the synergy of the
mediators: Depletion weakens the mental defenses necessary to cope with stress, while Amygdala
Activation provides the urgent biological warning signal prompting avoidance. Employees who are
both psychologically drained and physiologically threatened will exhibit the highest probability of
opting for silence. Furthermore, the organizational context specifically, being hierarchical and
competitive, serves as a crucial moderator, providing legitimacy for Narcissistic Leadership (NL)
behavior (Nanlohy et al., 2025).

Table 2: Integrative Model: The Pathway from Narcissism to Silence

Stages of Employee Status - . . L
. Key Construct ) Physiological Implications
Transition Phenomenological
Sense of
o ) o . Increased level of
Initial Trigger NL / Grandiosity uncertainty and .
] alertness/vigilance.
high demands
. Emotional .
Psychological i ) Depletion of resources
) PsyCap Depletion | exhaustion, loss of )
Mediator necessary to withstand stress
agency

) ) Fear of retaliation, . . i i
Physiological Amygdala , Biological signal to avoid
experience of stress

Mediator Activation danger.

somatization

Source: Data Processed by Researcher (2025)

The Amygdala: Biological Alarm System for Social Threat

The amygdala is a crucial component of the brain's limbic system that functions to detect and
respond to danger, threat, and uncertainty, particularly within social situations (Roberts et al., 2022).
Narcissistic leadership, which is often aggressive, authoritarian, and potentially abusive, creates a
workplace that is physiologically interpreted by the employee's brain as a source of continuous threat.
Specifically, grandiose narcissistic leaders are highly sensitive to threats targeting their ego (Jauk &
Kanske, 2021). They are easily offended and are prone to retaliating against subordinates whom they
perceive as undermining their status or self-esteem.

The state of sustained hyper-vigilance created by this leadership style triggers repeated
Amygdala activation in employees. Chronic social threat-induced Amygdala activation has been
demonstrated to correlate with hyper-reactivity in the Hypothalamic-Pituitary-Adrenal (HPA) axis,
resulting in elevated peak cortisol levels in response to stress (Roberts et al., 2022). Should this pressure
persist, employees incur an increasing allostatic load —the cumulative toll borne, both physiologically
and psychologically, to adapt to a hostile work environment. The profound fear of deliberate retaliation
from the Narcissistic Leader (NL) constitutes the primary social trigger (Liao et al., 2019). The amygdala
processes this fear and emits a biological signal that validates voicing concerns as a high-risk action.
Neuroscience data effectively provides objective confirmation that the workplace under NL does not
merely induce mental exhaustion but is also physiologically threatening. This validation significantly
supports the employee's subjective decision to choose silence as a strategy for hazard avoidance.
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Neuro-Psychological Linkage: Depletion and Physiology

The synergistic relationship between PsyCap Depletion and vulnerability to amygdala stress
triggers is central to this model. Employees who have exhausted their psychological capital and are
experiencing emotional exhaustion possess a lowered cognitive defense to regulate their emotional
responses. Although IPA participants will not utilize neuroscientific terminology, they will articulate
the detailed somatization of stress through physical symptoms such as chronic fatigue, migraines, or
sleep difficulties. The IPA interpretation must explicitly link these subjective complaints to the
increased allostatic load induced by sustained Amygdala Activation (Roberts et al., 2022).

Amygdala Activation acts as the critical tipping point that directly precedes Organizational
Silence. Narcissistic Leadership (NL) creates an environment that psychologically replicates a physical
threat. When the mental resources (PsyCap) required to withstand or counteract the threat are depleted,
the neurological system automatically prioritizes avoidance behavior. Silence thus emerges as the most
energy-efficient and most primitive response aimed at placating the Amygdala alarm system and
ensuring the conservation of vital resources.

Managerial and Ethical Implications

The in-depth analysis utilizing the Interpretative Phenomenological Analysis (IPA) framework
has successfully uncovered a dual mechanism encompassing both psychological and neurobiological
aspects that drives the organizational transition from a state of Organizational Grandiosity under
Narcissistic Leadership (NL) towards Organizational Silence (OS). The key findings unequivocally
demonstrate a high-risk convergence between the depletion of employees' internal resource capacity,
specifically Psychological Capital (PsyCap), and the external threat confirmation mediated by the
biological system, namely Amygdala Activation. The practical implications of this discovery mandate
organizations to adopt proactive measures. While rigorous screening processes against NL are
advisable, including the use of 360-degree evaluations and extensive reference checks, the cunning
narcissist can often evade early detection. Therefore, effective mitigation steps become vital. Mitigation
steps mandated by findings:

1. Prioritizing Psychological Safety: Implement systems to monitor and measure fear of
retaliation rather than just satisfaction, directly targeting the source of Defensive Silence.
2. Resource Restoration: Actively invest in programs designed to restore and protect employee

PsyCap, treating it as a strategic, non-limitless asset.

3. Ethical Governance: Establish clear ethical guidelines that hold leaders accountable for
behaviors that induce physiological threat and contribute to increased allostatic load.

The most critical structural intervention involves adjusting the narcissistic leader's
compensation and performance evaluation systems to align with metrics that prioritize team
collaboration and staff development. By linking compensation to more pro-social outcomes, the self-
serving motivations of the Narcissistic Leader (NL) can be significantly constrained. Ethically,
organizations must acknowledge that Narcissistic Leadership causes long term health detriment
(Tagoe, 2023). A workplace that chronically triggers employees' biological stress responses is a morally
unjustifiable work environment. Therefore, post-appointment interventions must focus on restoring a
safe work environment and replenishing depleted Psychological Capital (PsyCap). This includes
ensuring employees can voice their concerns without fear of retaliation.

CONCLUSION

This research successfully presents an integrative model to explain the perilous transition from
Organizational Grandiosity under Narcissistic Leadership (NL) towards Organizational Silence (OS).
The core findings unequivocally demonstrate that this process is mediated by a dual mechanism:
Psychological Capital (PsyCap) Depletion and Employee Amygdala Activation. NL creates an
environment of chronic social threat that physiologically triggers the Amygdala, the body’s biological
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alarm system, which validates that voicing opinions is a high-risk action. This sustained threat
subsequently drains the employees’ psychological capital, weakening their mental defenses and
increasing the allostatic load. This synergy between psychological exhaustion and biological alarm
compels employees to adopt silence as the most rational, resource-conserving, and primitive strategy
for self-preservation. It is the convergence between psychological exhaustion and the physiological danger
signal that propels employees to opt for defensive silence as the most energy-efficient adaptive strategy for
resource conservation and hazard avoidance. Implicatively, organizations must take proactive steps to address the
long-term ethical and health impacts of Narcissistic Leadership (NL), focusing on the restoration of Psychological
Capital (PsyCap) and the creation of an environment where the safety to voice concerns is absolutely guaranteed.

FUTURE RESEARCH DIRECTIONS

Future studies should integrate the depth of the Interpretative Phenomenological Analysis
(IPA) methodology with non-invasive physiological measurements, such as heart rate variability
(HRV) monitoring or skin conductance through wearable technology. This integration will enable
researchers to directly correlate employees' subjective lived experiences of resource depletion with
objective biological data (proxy for Amygdala Activation) that indicates chronic threat. This
methodological triangulation will provide robust, objective evidence supporting the claim that the NL
environment is not just mentally taxing, but also physiologically harmful, thereby strengthening the
mandate for ethical and structural organizational interventions.
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