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ABSTRACT 
Employing loyal external appointees has been identified as a key strategy used by incumbents to gain control over the state bureaucracy. This 
phenomenon is known as politicization and has been associated with democratic backsliding. Frequently, career civil servants perceive these 
appointees as illegitimate outsiders, leaders whose main objective is to ensure political compliance rather than advance the organization’s mis-
sion. In this study, we explore how civil servants interpret the presence of outside leaders in their organizations in the context of politicization 
and how this influences their job attitudes and behaviors. We use a mixed methods exploratory sequential design to examine a recent case 
of politicization in environmental agencies in Brazil. First, we interviewed 25 civil servants who reported an environment of abuse, fear, disen-
gagement, and alienation due to the actions of outside leaders. We identified silence (both defensive and acquiescent) as a key outcome of 
this process. We extended and confirmed these findings with a quantitative study using a new sample of 255 civil servants. This second study 
allowed us to test the relationship between the variables identified in the qualitative analysis. Our combined findings indicate that politicization 
may reduce the effectiveness and capability of public agencies not only because some external appointees lack competence or a commitment 
the organization’s mission (as suggested by previous studies), but also because their behaviors and decisions can have a significant negative 
impact on civil servants’ job attitudes and behaviors.

Although the efforts of incumbent governments to gain con-
trol over public institutions and weaken the administrative 
state are not new, recent trends indicate an increase in the 
frequency and intensity of these attempts (Moynihan 2022a; 
Moynihan and Roberts 2010). This process contributes to 
democratic backsliding and has been associated with the rise 
of authoritarian and populist regimes worldwide (Bauer et al. 
2021; Levitsky and Ziblatt 2018; Peters and Pierre 2019; 
Yesilkagit 2018). A key strategy to gain control over the state 
bureaucracy is politicization, a process whereby politicians 
fill executive management positions with loyal external 
appointees (Ennser-Jedenastik 2016; Moynihan 2022b). 
These appointees are chosen primarily because of their loy-
alty to incumbent politicians, rather than for their technical 
competence (Moynihan 2022a). They are usually “largely 
unfamiliar with the departments and agencies which they 
will head, and with the systems, procedures, and ‘culture’ un-
der which they will operate” (Cohen 1996, 2). We call these 
appointees outside leaders. That is, administrative leaders 
perceived as “outsiders” by career civil servants1, whose pri-
mary objective is to politicize and control the bureaucracy.

Outside leaders in the context of politicization usually lack 
legitimacy and expertise and focus essentially on serving the 
interests of incumbent politicians (Durant 1990; O’Leary 
2017). They can get in the way of effective policy design and 

implementation and can divert public organizations from 
their statutory missions (Moynihan 2022a). For example, in 
Brazil, during the COVID-19 crisis, an army general with no 
previous experience in health management was appointed to 
the position of Minister of Health by President Bolsonaro, 
a decision with serious consequences for the country (Greer 
et al. 2022). Although the detrimental effects of politiciza-
tion for public value creation are evident (see Durant 1990; 
O’Leary 2017), our knowledge of the leadership dynamics 
triggered by the presence of such outsiders in public organi-
zations—and its consequences—is still very limited. Existing 
leadership theories can help shed light on that.

Studies based on the social identity theory of leadership 
(Hogg 2001; van Knippenberg 2011) demonstrate that outside 
leadership can produce dysfunctional dynamics in work groups 
and is associated with negative employee job attitudes and 
behaviors (Steffens et al. 2021). When leaders are not perceived 
to be “of the group” and “for the group,” their relationship with 
followers can be impaired (Steffens et al. 2015). Outside leaders 
are more likely to have a “deep-level dissimilarity” with their 
followers (Tepper et al. 2011) and to behave in ways that are 
antithetical to the group’s values and goals (van Knippenberg 
2011). This is relevant given that public leaders who demon-
strate a strong commitment to public service values are more 
likely to develop positive and inspiring forms of leadership 
(Tavares et al. 2021). Leaders who embody the group’s values, 
goals, and identity are more liked, trusted, and effective (van 
Knippenberg and Hogg 2003). However, this is usually not the 
case with outside leaders in the context of politicization.

© The Author(s) 2023. Published by Oxford University Press on behalf of the Public Management Research Association. All rights reserved. For 
permissions, please e-mail: journals.permissions@oup.com.

1We refer to tenured public servants (or bureaucrats) who enter the public 
service through competitive public exams. They follow a structured profes-
sional career and have a high level of job security.
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Although previous public administration research has 
focused on how politicization and outside leaders can 
harm the administrative state and democracy in general 
(Moynihan 2022a, 2022b), in this study we focus on the 
intra-organizational behavioral dynamics triggered by their 
presence in public agencies. More specifically, we aim to ex-
plore how civil servants interpret, feel, and respond to the ex-
perience of being led by someone they consider an illegitimate 
outsider. Hence, we can more fully understand the spectrum 
of harm caused by politicization on the public service.

We begin by drawing on a recent case of politicization in 
Brazil’s federal civil service (encompassing organizations of 
the Ministry of Environment) using an exploratory sequen-
tial mixed methods design (Hanson et al. 2005; Hendren, 
Luo, and Pandey 2018; Richwine et al. 2022). That is, we 
started with an exploratory qualitative study comprising 25 
in-depth interviews with career civil servants to identify con-
vergent narratives, key constructs, and themes, rather than 
anticipating specific outcomes. We then conducted a quan-
titative study aimed at examining and confirming the rela-
tionship between the variables suggested by the qualitative 
study (see Mele and Belardinelli 2019). Based on the quali-
tative study and previous literature, we selected appropriate 
variables to be tested, developed a theoretical model, and 
proposed hypotheses. We tested the hypotheses using survey 
data from a new sample of 255 civil servants. The qualitative 
and quantitative studies provided convergent evidence that 
both employee defensive and acquiescent silence (van Dyne, 
Ang, and Botero 2003) are related to outside leadership, 
mediated by abusive supervision (Tepper 2007) and employee 
self-estrangement (Golden and Veiga 2018). We believe these 
findings contribute to the public administration literature in 
important ways.

First, although there is evidence that civil servants may 
initially, proactively counteract politicization through voice 
(e.g., whistleblowing; Schuster et al. 2022)—indeed our qual-
itative results confirm this—we found that in the long run, 
despondency, fear, disengagement, and silence prevailed. This 
implies that time (i.e., the length of time civil servants are 
exposed to a politicized environment and outside leaders) is 
a key variable in understanding the effect of politicization on 
civil servants’ attitudes and behaviors.

Second, although previous studies have shown that politi-
cization can hurt agency performance (see Wood and Lewis 
2017), we believe our findings may help explain the process 
underlying this phenomenon. Politicization can negatively 
affect the effectiveness of public agencies not only because 
outside leaders lack competence and legitimacy (Lewis 2010; 
Moynihan 2022a), but also because they may create a neg-
ative work environment that weakens the human capital of 
the organization. In this vein, we also contribute to the dem-
ocratic backsliding literature (e.g., Bauer et al. 2021) since a 
bureaucracy with strong capabilities, identity, and autonomy 
to protect the institutions is a cornerstone of democracy (Du 
Gay 2020). If civil servants are silent, disengaged, and unable 
to counter democratic backsliding, they cannot preserve state 
bureaucracy and protect the public interest and democracy.

Third, this article focuses on abusive supervision and neg-
ative forms of leadership in the public service, which has re-
ceived scant attention in public leadership research (Backhaus 
and Vogel 2022; Hassan 2019). According to Backhaus and 
Vogel (2022, 999), “as negative leadership may do more harm 

than positive leadership does good, more research on the ‘dark 
side’ of leadership is needed.” Showing that politicization and 
outside leadership are related to abusive supervision is an im-
portant contribution to the public leadership literature, as 
there are multiple studies illustrating how harmful abusive su-
pervision can be (see Mackey et al. 2017; Tepper 2007).

Lastly, our study sheds light on the phenomenon of polit-
icization in an important context, Brazil, a country that has 
been affected by democratic backsliding (Peters and Pierre 
2022). As a recent V-Dem report suggests (Boese et al. 2022), 
Brazil is fourth on the list of the world’s top ten countries 
undergoing a process of autocratization and in the top ten in 
polarization. Brazil’s liberal democracy index dropped from 
0.79 (2011) to 0.51 (2021). Moreover, the politicization of 
the environmental agencies in Brazil can have global effects, 
as these agencies are responsible for protecting the forests and 
regulating the use of land in the Amazon region. This region 
is one of the most biodiverse on earth and plays a key role 
in climate regulation (Fearnside 2021). Therefore, the prac-
tical implications of this case extend beyond Brazil and have 
global significance.

The article is organized as follows. First, we briefly review the 
literature on politicization and outside leadership, elaborating 
on some potential attitudinal and behavioral outcomes. Then 
we present the study design (exploratory sequential mixed 
methods) and its steps, followed by an overview of the case of 
politicization in Brazil’s Ministry of Environment. Next, we 
conduct a qualitative study and develop hypotheses based on 
its results. We test these hypotheses in a subsequent quantita-
tive study. We conclude by discussing the implications of the 
results for public administration theory and practice.

Politicization and Outside Leadership
Over the last decade, scholars have identified new waves of 
democratic backsliding worldwide (Bauer and Becker 2020; 
Bauer et al. 2021; Levitsky and Ziblatt 2018). Democratic 
backsliding is defined as the gradual weakening of democratic 
institutions by incumbent governments (Bermeo 2016). These 
processes are enacted by authoritarian or populist politicians 
who produce institutional reforms after coming to power 
under electoral processes (Yesilkagit 2018) and use this new 
position to enforce non-democratic changes (Bauer et al. 
2021; Levitsky and Ziblatt 2018; Peters and Pierre 2019). To 
follow through on this agenda, politicians usually begin by 
trying to capture control of the state bureaucracy and civil 
servants (Moynihan 2022a).

In fact, Bauer et al. (2021) suggest that politicians adopt 
three different strategies to control civil servants: gaining their 
loyalty (Hajnal and Boda 2021; Hajnal and Csengődi 2014), 
sidelining them (Bauer and Becker 2020), or empowering 
them (Peters and Pierre 2019). When it is difficult to gain their 
loyalty or when empowering them may hurt their agenda, 
politicians may try to eliminate bureaucratic resistance by 
sidelining them (Stoker 2021). Politicization is a key method 
to achieve this goal as many examples in history suggest: the 
Nazi regime in Germany (Strobel and Veit 2021); Italy under 
Berlusconi (Mascio, Natalini, and Ongaro, 2021); Hungary 
(Hajnal and Boda 2021); the USA under Trump (Moynihan 
2022a, O’Leary 2017) and under Reagan (Durant 1990); 
Mexico under Obrador (Dussauge-Laguna 2022); Venezuela 
(Muno and Briceño 2021); and Poland (Mazur 2021).
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The literature indicates that career civil servants often re-
sist and counteract political interventions deemed illegit-
imate—at least initially—using strategies such as exit (e.g., 
leaving office), voice (e.g., whistleblowing), and sabotage 
(e.g., boycotting) (Brehm and Gates 1997; Golden 1992; 
Guedes-Neto and Peters 2021; Hirchman 1970; O’Leary 
2017; Olsson 2016). However, in the case of politicization, 
these strategies are unlikely to produce effective results. More 
often than not, outside leaders remain in charge of public 
agencies, following through with their politicization agenda, 
despite civil servants’ initial resistance efforts (O’Leary 2017). 
Therefore, the main question we raise in this study is: what 
are the consequences of the continued presence of outside 
leaders in public agencies on civil servants’ job attitudes and 
behaviors? This is relevant given that negative employee 
attitudes and behaviors (e.g., disengagement, low morale, low 
productivity) can impair the performance of public agencies 
(Kim 2004). Moreover, understanding this phenomenon will 
shed new light on the detrimental effects of politicization.

We can anticipate a negative association between outside 
leadership and civil servants’ job attitudes and behaviors 
in the context of politicization based on the social identity 
theory of leadership (Hogg 2001). According to this theory, 
leadership is viewed as a group process influenced by social 
categorization and social identity (Hogg 2001). Social iden-
tity is described as an individual’s sense of belongingness to a 
social group (Tajfel 1972). Hogg (2001) discusses that leaders 
will be seen as more effective by followers if they show pro-
totypical characteristics of their in-group; that is, if they are 
perceived as embodying the group’s values, beliefs, goals, and 
identity (van Knippenberg 2011). Group-prototypical leaders 
are more liked and trusted to pursue the group’s best interests 
(Giessner and van Knippenberg 2008; van Knippenberg 
2011).

When leaders are perceived as outsiders, followers are more 
prone to display negative attitudes toward them (Graf et al. 
2012) and are less open to their influence (van Knippenberg 
2011). Consequently, the relationship between leaders and 
followers becomes rooted in conflict (Dulebohn et al. 2012). 
Outside leaders are more likely to treat followers unfairly 
and to be more autocratic (van Dijke and De Cremer 2010), 
which further decreases the quality of their relationship 
(Roch and Shanock 2006). Low leader-follower relationship 
quality is a key predictor of several follower attitudinal and 
behavioral outcomes, such as organizational commitment, 
job satisfaction, organizational citizenship behavior, and job 
performance (Dulebohn et al. 2012).

Moreover, how followers perceive the actions and decisions 
taken by a leader play a role in shaping their perceptions of 
the meaning of work and their sense of connection with the 
organization and its mission (Jensen 2018; Wright, Moynihan, 
and Pandey 2012). For instance, drawing on the social iden-
tity of leadership, Tavares et al. (2021) showed that when 
public leaders display a strong commitment to public service 
values, it reduces employee voluntary turnover. However, 
since outside leaders usually display a “deep-level dissimi-
larity” (Tepper et al. 2011) with career civil servants, they are 
more likely to make decisions that divert public agencies from 
their statutory missions, weaken structural protections of civil 
servants, and diminish organizational capacities (Moynihan 
2022a). By doing so, they may end up negatively influencing 
civil servants’ affective commitment to the organization 

(Moldogaziev and Silvia 2015), perceived mission valence 
(Wright and Pandey 2011), and perceived prosocial impact 
(Grant 2008), all of them important predictors of employee 
job attitudes and behaviors in the public service (Vigoda 
2000). These arguments illustrate that there are several po-
tential outcomes of outside leadership. However, in this study, 
we adopt a more exploratory, inductive approach to identify 
the specific outcomes of outside leadership in public organi-
zations in the context of politicization (Hanson et al. 2005; 
Hendren, Luo, and Pandey 2018).

Study Design
We followed an exploratory sequential mixed methods de-
sign (Hanson et al. 2005; Hendren, Luo, and Pandey 2018) 
using Richwine et al.’s (2022) guidelines for mixed methods 
research to address our research question. Thus, we began 
by developing a qualitative study based on interviews aimed 
at understanding civil servants’ perceptions of outside lead-
ership in the context of politicization. The interviews were 
later coded to identify themes and variables. After conducting 
a new literature review based on these emerging themes and 
variables, we developed hypotheses and a theoretical model 
(see Burch and Heinrich 2015; Mele and Belardinelli 2019) 
and conducted a survey to test the hypotheses. In line with 
existing guidelines, the survey was applied to a sample from 
the same population (Creswell and Plano Clark 2018). The 
quantitative study helped us test and confirm the relationship 
between the variables identified in the previous phase. Each 
of these steps will be detailed below. Figure 1 summarizes the 
study design. Data collection took place between the end of 
2021 and the beginning of 2022.

Case Selection
This study focuses on Brazilian environmental organiza-
tions for four key reasons. First, Brazil is a country with a 
potentially high level of politicization, as the coalitional 
presidency (Abranches 1988) depends on negotiating polit-
ical appointments with the parties (Limongi and Figueredo 
1998). Second, during Bolsonaro’s presidency, the country 
faced a process of democratic backsliding (Peters and Pierre 
2022) whereby the replacement of civil servants with external 
political appointees was one of the key strategies to imple-
ment the institutional changes desired by the president (Peci 
2021; Milhorance 2022). This is a typical case of politiciza-
tion (Seawright and Gerring 2008) that enabled us to effec-
tively analyze the impact of outside leaders on civil servants. 
Third, the decision to study environmental organizations was 
made because they were strongly impacted by Bolsonaro’s 
agenda of dismantling, institutional changes, and attack on 
bureaucrats (Milhorance 2022; Rajão et al. 2022). Lastly, as 
previously mentioned, Brazil’s environmental policies have 
global significance (Fearnside 2021).

Environmental Organizations in Brazil
The public environmental sector in Brazil comprises the 
Ministry of Environment and some smaller agencies under the 
Ministry’s responsibility. Together, these organizations are re-
sponsible for policies regarding environmental preservation, 
conservation, education, environmental inspection, and spe-
cial policies for sustainable development and climate change. 
The bureaucracy of the federal environmental sector comprises 
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tenured civil servants divided into administrative and envi-
ronmental analysts. Environmental analysts are responsible 
for policy formulation and implementation, whereas admin-
istrative analysts provide support and work in more internal 
procedures. There are 3,030 civil servants working across the 
country; around 90% of them are environmental analysts 
and 10% are administrative analysts. These civil servants are 
selected through competitive exams and go through several 
processes of professionalization and socialization, which helps 
them develop a strong ethos and occupational identity (Abers 
2021). The analysts are organized into very active union and 
regional associations. They can work both in Brasilia, where 
the Ministry headquarters is located, as well as in one of the 
more than 350 offices across the country.

The Ministry and its units are managed by political 
appointees. They can be career civil servants—environmental 
analysts, for example, or outsiders. Official data on all the 
appointees in the Ministry are not available, but data from 
one department—collected by the civil servants’ associa-
tion—show that, of the 300 positions available, around 50% 
are currently occupied by external appointees coming from 
other ministries, the private sector, and the military (Ascema 
Nacional 2022).

Therefore, despite the existence of some protections against 
the negative interventions of outside leaders—such as the 
strong ethos and identity of civil servants, the union, and 
tenure—civil servants are not completely protected, given the 
high degree of politicization in their organizations. For ex-
ample, the decision regarding where environmental analysts 
work is made unilaterally by their managers and the head of 
the human resources department, all of whom are political 
appointees. Moreover, if they have any problems with their 
managers, they must contact the human resources department, 
the ethical committee, or the internal affairs. However, all of 
these sectors are managed by political appointees. This situ-
ation of fragility and under-protection became increasingly 
critical under Bolsonaro’s presidency (Milhorance 2022).

Brazilian environmental policies under the Bolsonaro gov-
ernment are recognized worldwide as conflictual and weak 
(Menezes et al. 2021; Menton et al. 2021; Rajão et al. 2022). 
Brazil’s environmental sector is very sensitive, especially 
given the Amazon rainforest and land disputes with the ag-
ricultural sector (Ferrante et al. 2019). President Bolsonaro 
was elected with a public agenda of dismantling environ-
mental policies that would allow for the expansion of the 
agribusiness (Milhorance 2022). Thus, since the beginning 

Figure 1. Steps of the Mixed Methods Study Design
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of his government in 2019, several policy changes have been 
implemented, including the withdrawal from international 
climate agreements (Rajão et al. 2022) and changes to envi-
ronmental regulations. Altogether, these changes have led to 
an “unprecedented increase in deforestation rates and forest 
fires, pesticide pollution, and land conflicts” (Milhorance 
2022, 3).

These changes were reportedly met with resistance from en-
vironmental civil servants, as they are historically recognized 
for their engagement to and technical defense of the environ-
mental area (Abers 2019). In order to overcome this resist-
ance, in addition to politicization, the government has used 
different strategies. First, they cut the budget of the Ministry 
of Environment and diminished civil servants’ autonomy to 
make decisions (Resende, Caram, and Uribe 2021). For ex-
ample, environmental analysts were not allowed to impose 
fines for environmental violations (Bragon 2020) and to do 
so they must obtain authorization from a committee com-
posed of political appointees. The government’s decision to 
cut 25% of the budget for forest conservation and inspection 
policies had a severe impact on environmental analysts. They 
were left with inadequate resources to monitor the forests 
and purchase protective materials needed for inspections 
(Pereira et al. 2020). Second, the government increased 
attacks on civil servants, including harassment, persecution, 
and bashing (Assediômetro 2021; CGU 2021; Peci 2021). 
For example, in a speech celebrating his 400 days in office, 
Bolsonaro defended mining on indigenous lands by stating 
“These people from the environment (…). If one day I can, 
I’ll confine them to the Amazon.” One of the consequences 
of these discourses was the creation of a permissive environ-
ment where those being inspected felt emboldened to attack 
environmentalists (Ferrante and Fearnside 2019). Over the 
last four years, there has been an increase in cases of vio-
lence against analysts and even some cases of murder2. Third, 
the government controlled the narrative by exerting political 
power. In May 2020, the Ministry of Environment formally 
prohibited their employees from posting on their own social 
media profiles, to give interviews, or to publish any articles.

Exploratory Study
Qualitative Data Collection and Analysis
Interview Procedure.
To first approach the field, we interviewed two environ-
mental analysts (career civil servants) with whom we had 
had previous contact. After the interview, we asked them 
to indicate other interviewees. Using the snowball sam-
pling method given the sensitive context (Cohen and Arieli 
2011), we recruited participants from different units of the 
Ministry of Environment. In total, we interviewed 25 career 
civil servants (all environmental analysis). The decision to end 
the interviews was based on response saturation—meaning 
that the interviewees started providing repetitive informa-
tion about the subjects being analyzed (Bernard 2012). Given 
the threatening political context for these civil servants, all 
respondents agreed to be interviewed anonymously and 

without any identifiable information. Therefore, to ensure 
their protection, we cannot divulge interviewee profiles here. 
Our sample was diverse regarding gender, type of work, and 
position in the organization. The interview guide was organ-
ized into four sections (Supplementary Material): (1) indi-
vidual profile and trajectory; (2) work routines; (3) changes 
in work routines by the government; and (4) reactions to 
these changes. The interviews lasted between 60 and 180 
minutes and were conducted by one of the authors, who also 
transcribed the recordings to protect the confidentiality of 
the information. This research has been approved by FGV’s 
Institutional Review Board (Protocol Number 088-2021).

Data Analysis.
We developed a thematic analysis in different phases fol-
lowing Braun and Clarke’s (2022) method. The first step 
was the familiarization phase, in which we read all the 
materials while trying to make sense of the data based on 
our research question (“How do outside leaders affect civil 
servants’ attitudes and work-related behaviors?”). Although 
reading the interviews, we uncovered two macro-themes: ev-
idence about the politicization process (when civil servants 
describe how they perceive changes in political appointments 
or the arrival of outsiders) and the consequences of politici-
zation (when they narrate how they felt about these perceived 
changes). We read the material again, coding the excerpts 
under these two themes, which became macro-codes. At this 
phase, the same excerpt could be associated with more than 
one macro-code.

The second step involved reading all of the interviews a 
second time and generating codes for each of the macro-codes 
inductively through a process of open coding.

During the third step, we read the codes created in the 
second step and proposed six themes based on the recogni-
tion of the central ideas stemming from the codes. Specifically, 
we proposed two elements related to politicization and four 
types of consequences. Regarding the first macro-code, politi-
cization, we found elements related to “perceptions of politici-
zation,” when interviewees mentioned how they perceived the 
politicization process. We also found elements related to “out-
side leadership,” when interviewees mentioned that their new 
leaders are outsiders with little legitimacy, not “one of them.” 
Regarding the second macro-code, consequences of politici-
zation, we found four types of consequences that we named 
in the coding process as follows: abusive supervision, aliena-
tion and disengagement, silence for self-protection, and silence 
for resignation and disengagement. For example, whenever 
interviewees spoke about cases of harassment and persecution 
by managers, statements were coded as abusive supervision, as 
in this example: “As soon as the new manager was appointed, 
the persecution started.” When interviewees associated outside 
leadership with alienation, disengagement, and a sense of de-
tachment from work, we coded it as alienation and disengage-
ment, as in this example: “They (the new managers) ended my 
desire to work.” When interviewees reported being silent for 
their own protection, we coded it as silence for self-protection, 
as in this example: “I was afraid of retaliation. I don’t say an-
ything by email anymore.” Lastly, when interviewees reported 
they silenced their voices because of hopelessness and disen-
gagement, we coded it as silence for resignation and disen-
gagement, as in this example: “People are apathetic. […] The 
general feeling is: better to be quiet, not to engage.”

2An example with international repercussions was the murder of indigenist 
Pereira Bruno and journalist Dom Phillips in 2022. Bruno was a civil servant 
from an indigenist agency (FUNAI) and worked directly with environmental 
analysts.
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As with the macro-codes, the same excerpt could be asso-
ciated with more than one code and was thus coded like this. 
During the final phase, we searched for relationships among 
the codes. For example, we tried to understand if and how 
abusive supervision was associated with silence for self-pro-
tection. This association enabled us to construct a narrative 
about how politicization occurs and its consequences based 
on the interviewees’ perceptions. This narrative is presented 
in the next section.

Results
Process of Politicization via Outside Leadership
All interviewees witnessed a process of politicization whereby 
outsiders replaced civil servants with expertise. They re-
ported mainly two types of outsiders: those representing 
the interests of agribusiness and military members. In both 
cases, outsiders had no previous experience in the field and, 
most of all represented interests aiming to dismantle environ-
mental policies. Many of them mentioned that the outside 
leader replaced former leaders who knew about policies and 
procedures. As one interviewee explains, “The first change I 
saw with the government was the change of managers. They 
replaced technicians who had worked in the area for many 
years with soldiers [from the military] who didn’t understand 
anything about the topic and who started to do administra-
tive work that hindered our mission” (I18).

Another common characteristic of these new appointees 
is that they were loyal to the president’s agenda of policy 
dismantling and lacked the required expertise to do the work. 
Interviewees stated that the changes in political appointees 
were based on the idea that the new appointees must be loyal 
to the agenda, and bringing military members in was part 
of the strategy. As one interviewee reported, “This new boss 
dances to the music. She does what the government wants. 
She is not a person trained in the environmental area, but she 
does everything she is told to do” (I3). Another stated, “Here 
we had a technical manager who did a great job. But he has 
been replaced by a military member who does not have the 
slightest qualification for the position. He doesn’t even know 
how to write properly, he doesn’t know how to do anything, 
and he’s violent with employees. He does everything they 
(from the Ministry) asks him to do” (I8).

Consequences of Politicization: Environment of 
Alienation, Disengagement, and Abuse
The civil servants interviewed reported that the new 
outsiders were using their position abusively to enforce 
many changes in their work. The first involved procedural 
changes. Routines, processes, and work rules were changed 
to reduce the scope of action of civil servants and their ability 
to create barriers for the government. For example, one par-
ticipant pointed out that “we were excluded from many tech-
nical procedures. We are not invited to meetings, we cannot 
make decisions, we cannot even access information on the 
system” (I22). One example was the banning of the informa-
tion system that recorded all decisions made by civil servants. 
Without this system, civil servants could not formalize their 
decisions, which managers could change without formal 
registration.

This situation increased feelings of alienation and disen-
gagement among civil servants. For instance, according to 

interviewee I14, “Now in my sector it’s just apathy. People are 
apathetic. Even people who were fiercer, like me.” Moreover, 
outside leaders appeared to be engaging in abusive practices 
of harassment and persecution that generated fear among 
workers. As one interviewee said, “I am afraid of being 
arrested, afraid of being dismissed” (I19).

Actual dismissal.
One week before submitting this article, this interviewee (I19) 
reached out to one of the authors to report that he had been 
dismissed. For two years, his manager (an outside leader) had 
harassed him. He told he had not been given any duties, had 
no place to work—no table or chair—and had been sidelined 
even after asking for work. His manager made a case against 
him for lack of work and managed to fire him. As a conse-
quence of the increase in harassment and abuse, civil servants 
felt threatened, were afraid to speak up, let alone denounce 
their situation since they didn’t know if they were being 
watched, as noted by this interviewee, “They changed the 
layout of the rooms: now there are no walls and managers 
watch us all the time” (I22).

This continued presence of outside leaders reduced civil 
servants’ motivation and engagement. As one interviewee 
said, “I feel very unmotivated. It’s hard to keep motivated 
with these managers. My initial revolt is turning into apathy. 
What keeps me still at work is my commitment to the en-
vironmental agenda” (I6). And another one stated, “They 
[the new managers] ended my desire to work. I’m passionate 
about the environmental agenda and I’m getting more and 
more apathetic. The work became a punishment” (I1).

From Alienation, Disengagement, and Abusive 
Supervision to Silence
Like other civil servants working in the environmental field 
worldwide (Abers 2019; Hysing and Olsson 2011; Olsson 
and Hysing 2012), many (20) of our interviewees had a tra-
jectory of activism in which they engaged in environmental 
movements before joining the public service. Twenty-three 
of them said that they had already engaged in open resist-
ance activities prior to the Bolsonaro government, including 
signing manifestos, participating in riots, giving information 
to the press, and so on. However, the environment of alien-
ation and disengagement created by the current government 
has clearly reduced these actions. According to them, open 
resistance can only be done institutionally via unions. Even 
sabotage has become dangerous since nobody knows who is 
on the government’s side and could denounce you. Several 
of them abandoned all social networks so as to no longer 
be observed. As this interviewee noted, “People are terrified 
because they built a strategy of individual persecution. Now 
people are cornered and apathetic” (I19).

Consequently, a climate of silence began to take hold 
among the civil servants. Based on the data, we found two 
reasons for silence. The first is self-protection, as employees 
were afraid of retaliation and harassment. As one interviewee 
stated after witnessing leaders acting against the law, “I even 
thought about blowing the whistle to the union, but I was 
afraid of retaliation. I don’t say anything by email anymore, I 
even avoid using the phone.” The second reason for remaining 
silent is hopelessness and disengagement. Interviewees did not 
feel that speaking up or complaining would solve anything in 
this context. One interviewee said that “The general feeling is: 
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better to be quiet, not to engage, either out of fear or lack of 
motivation” (I14).

Based on the themes and codes generated in the qualitative 
study, we identified theoretical variables that were examined 
in the second study. The result of this process is summarized 
in table 1.

Confirmatory Quantitative Study
The second phase of our study is quantitative and confirm-
atory. Following Mele and Belardinelli’s (2019) recommen-
dation, the integration of the two phases was guaranteed 
through the transformation of the emerging themes that came 
from the qualitative study into questions and hypotheses that 
were used in the design of the quantitative study (see table 
1). The main objective of this phase is to test the relationship 
between the variables identified in the qualitative study. First, 
we present a brief review of the literature surrounding these 
variables and how they relate to each other.

Silence
As seen in table 1, silence emerged as a key outcome. In the 
literature, silence refers to when an employee withholds any 
form of sincere opinion or information that might be useful 
to the organization (Pinder and Harlos 2001). Silence is not 
only a form of compliance, as previously thought, but also a 
strategic choice (van Dyne, Ang, and Botero 2003). In other 

words, individuals may choose not to speak. Three types of si-
lence have been proposed in the literature (Pinder and Harlos 
2001; van Dyne, Ang, and Botero 2003): acquiescent silence 
(reflects disengagement; e.g., when employees feel resigned 
that no matter what they do or say, they will be unable to 
make a difference); defensive silence (when employees de-
cide not to speak because they feel afraid or at personal risk 
due to what they would voice); and proactive silence (when 
employees are quiet in order to effectively collaborate with 
others). Defensive and acquiescent silence are often dysfunc-
tional and have emerged as themes in our qualitative study 
(see table 1).

Abusive Supervision
The qualitative results show that outside leaders in the con-
text of politicization are not perceived to be “of the group” 
nor “for the group” by career civil servants. In this situation, 
the social identity theory of leadership predicts that the re-
lationship between leaders and followers will be impaired 
(Steffens et al. 2015). Moreover, followers are less likely to 
endorse outside leaders’ decisions and are less open to their 
influence (van Knippenberg 2011). Consequently, outside 
leaders become more likely to resort to authoritarian tac-
tics and punishment to maintain their power. Indeed, we 
found that outside leaders are frequently perceived as abu-
sive by career civil servants (table 1). The abusive behaviors 
mentioned in the interviews are similar to those described in 

Table 1. Qualitative Codes and Variables for the Survey

Macro-code Code Definition of the Code Sample Quote Variables for 
the Survey 
(Theory-
based) 

Sample Item (Survey) 

Politicization Percep-
tion of 
politiciza-
tion

When interviewees 
mention the process of 
politicization in their 
agencies

“Early on, we realized that all positions 
began to be occupied gradually by the 
military or representatives of the agri-
cultural industry to hinder the agency’s 
performance”

- -

Outside 
leader-
ship

When interviewees 
mention that their new 
leaders are outsiders 
with little legitimacy, 
not “one of them”

“Here we had a technical manager 
who did a great job. But he has been 
replaced by a military member who 
does not have the slightest qualification 
for the position”

Outside lead-
ership

Reversed Item:
“My supervisor is rep-
resentative of [name 
of the organization]”

Consequences 
of politiciza-
tion

Abusive 
supervi-
sion

When interviewees 
mention cases of ha-
rassment, mistreatment, 
and persecution by 
managers

“As soon as the new manager was ap-
pointed, the persecution started”

Abusive su-
pervision

“My supervisor makes 
negative comments 
about me to others”

Aliena-
tion and 
disen-
gagement

When interviewees asso-
ciated this process with 
alienation, disengage-
ment, and a sense of 
detachment from work

“They [the new managers] ended my 
desire to work. I’m passionate about 
the environmental agenda, and I’m 
getting more and more apathetic. The 
work became a punishment”

Self-
estrangement

 “Quite often I feel 
like staying away 
from my workplace”

Silence 
for 
self-pro-
tection

When they said they 
decided to remain silent 
for their own protection

“I even thought about going to the 
union, but I was afraid of retaliation. I 
don’t say anything by email anymore, I 
even avoid using the phone”

Defensive 
silence

“I avoid giving 
suggestions to protect 
myself”

Silence 
for res-
ignation 
and disen-
gagement

When interviewees 
reported they remained 
silent because of hope-
lessness and disengage-
ment

“Now in my sector it’s just apathy. 
People are apathetic. Even people who 
were fiercer, like me. The general feeling 
is: better to be quiet, not to engage, ei-
ther out of fear or lack of motivation”

Acquiescent 
silence

“I withhold my ideas 
based on resignation”
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the literature on abusive supervision (Tepper 2007). They in-
volve the willful mistreatment of employees, including hostile 
verbal and non-verbal actions (Tepper 2007). Abusive super-
vision is measured by the perception of abuse by subordinates 
(Tepper, Simon, and Park 2017). Therefore, when the leader is 
seen as an outsider who does not embody the organization’s 
values and mission and appears to be there merely to advance 
a political agenda perceived as illegitimate, they are more 
likely to be perceived as abusive by their subordinates.

Studies show that when employees feel that their supervisors 
are abusive, they are likely to engage, for instance, in coun-
terproductive behavior (Mackey et al. 2017) and reduce or-
ganizational citizenship behaviors (Tepper 2007). In fact, in a 
recent meta-analysis, abusive supervision was related to sev-
eral negative employee outcomes (see Mackey et al. 2017). 
Importantly, abusive supervision is related to employee appre-
hension and fear; therefore, employees are likely to respond 
to abusive supervision with defensive silence for self-pro-
tection (Kiewitz et al. 2016). Drawing on this literature and 
the findings of the qualitative study, we expect that outside 
leaders are more likely to be considered abusive, which makes 
employees more silent because of fear. Therefore, we can ex-
pect that:

H1a:

Perceived outside leadership is positively related to defen-
sive silence.

H1b:

 Abusive supervision will mediate the relationships be-
tween perceived outside leadership and defensive silence.

Self-Estrangement
As evidenced in the qualitative analysis, several participants 
of the qualitative study defined themselves as environmental 
activists, meaning that they are highly concerned about 
making a meaningful difference in society through their work. 
This evinces their high public service motivation (PSM) (Perry 
and Wise 1990), their connection with the organization’s 
mission (see Wright and Pandey 2011), and their interest in 
making a prosocial impact through their work (Grant 2008).

To the extent that high-PSM civil servants fulfill their pro-
social motives and have a more meaningful work experience, 
they demonstrate greater work engagement and organiza-
tional commitment (e.g., Bashir, Wright, and Hassan 2022). 
Importantly, leaders play a key role in shaping employees’ 
perceptions of the meaning of work and their sense of con-
nection with the organization and its mission (Jensen 2018; 
Wright, Moynihan, and Pandey 2012).

As noted above, the objectives of outside leaders are often 
perceived as being misaligned with public organizations’—
and civil servants’—prosocial motives, values, and goals. 
Such leaders are more likely to create role ambiguity for 
subordinates insofar as they advance goals that go against 
what the organization and its employees value. Therefore, 
outside leaders in the context of democratic backsliding may 
create an environment in which employees feel disengaged, 
alienated, or disassociated from their work as they perceive 

that they are asked to do things that are no longer aligned 
with their self-image, their profession, and their personal 
values. This sense of disconnection and alienation at work has 
been defined as self-estrangement (Golden and Veiga 2018; 
Sloan 2014) and was identified in the qualitative analysis.

Self-estrangement is associated with lower employee en-
gagement and job involvement (Golden and Veiga 2018), 
which are root causes of acquiescent silence (van Dyne, 
Ang, and Botero 2003). Differently from defensive silence, 
which is an outcome of fear, acquiescent silence reflects 
one’s psychological distancing from work and a belief that 
one’s words and actions are unlikely to make any differ-
ence. As such, we expect that perceived outside leadership 
in the context of democratic backsliding will be associated 
with acquiescent silence through its impact on employee 
self-estrangement:

H2a:

Perceived outside leadership is positively related to acqui-
escent silence.

H2b:

 Self-estrangement will mediate the relationships between 
perceived outside leadership and acquiescent silence.

Figure 2 shows the overall theoretical model.

Quantitative Data Collection and Analysis
Sample and Procedure
We contacted the interviewees of the qualitative phase and 
asked them to distribute the survey link to their coworkers 
who also worked in the Ministry headquarters (online 
survey). We chose to prioritize them over regional offices be-
cause they are closer in proximity to the presidency, hold more 
authority, and are more directly involved in decision-making 
processes. These attributes make them more susceptible to 
the impact of external leadership. Given the sensitive nature 
of our research, we were unable to obtain official permis-
sion to distribute the survey and used only informal distribu-
tion channels. As a result, we could not estimate the number 
of civil servants who received the survey link. We informed 
participants that their participation was anonymous, volun-
tary, and free of risks. We obtained their informed consent. 
We received 405 surveys back, but only 255 were complete. 
Of these 255 participants, 49% are male. The modal age 
group is 36–45 years (43%). Most participants (92%) are 

Figure 2. Theoretical Model
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environmental analysts. Overall, our sample characteristics 
are similar to the characteristics of the civil servants of the 
Ministry of Environment in terms of age (M = 44 years old), 
gender (47% male), and occupation (90% are environmental 
analysts). In total, the Ministry of Environment has 3,030 
career civil servants working across the country, but only 910 
of them work in the Ministry headquarters in Brasilia, which 
was our target. Of these 910 civil servants, approximately 
15% are external appointees3.

Measures
Perceived Outside Leadership.
Perceived outside leadership was assessed using four items 
from the supervisor’s organizational embodiment scale 
(Eisenberger et al. 2010): “My supervisor is characteristic of 
(name of the organization),” “My supervisor and (name of 
the organization) have a lot in common,” “My supervisor is 
representative of (name of the organization),” and “My su-
pervisor is typical of (name of the organization).” The items 
were reverse-scored. The Cronbach’s alpha for this scale is 
.88. This measure captures the level of illegitimacy and “out-
groupness” of appointees without asking if they came from 
outside the organization. Although in these organizations 
many appointees (about 50%) are objectively outsiders, we 
also wanted to allow some variance in perception since some 
leaders could be more active in politicization than others. 
At the end of the day, what matters is not only if the leader 
comes from inside or outside (more objectively), but the ex-
tent to which they are perceived by followers to embody the 
organization’s values and goals (van Knippenberg 2011). 
In this sense, some appointees may come from outside but, 
if they are perceived to have expertise, legitimacy, and do 
not have an overt politicization agenda, they will probably 
not trigger the negative organizational dynamics discussed 
previously.

Abusive Supervision.
Abusive supervision was measured with a six-item scale used 
by Harris, Harvey, and Kacmar (2011). Sample items in-
clude, “My supervisor makes negative comments about me 
to others,” “My supervisor gives me the silent treatment,” 
“My supervisor expresses anger at me when he/she is mad 
for another reason,” and “My supervisor is rude to me.” The 
Cronbach’s alpha for this scale is .94.

Defensive and Acquiescent Silence.
Defensive and Acquiescent silence were measured using the 
employee silence scale (van Dyne, Ang, and Botero 2003). 
Each scale has five items. Sample items for defensive silence 
include, “I avoid giving suggestions to protect myself” and 
“I retain suggestions or solutions to problems out of fear.” 
The Cronbach’s alpha for this defensive silence is .93. Sample 
items for acquiescent silence include, “I withhold my ideas, 
based on resignation” and “I keep my ideas about solutions 
to problems to myself.” The Cronbach’s alpha for this scale 
is .88.

Self-estrangement.
Self-estrangement was assessed using four items developed 
by Golden and Veiga (2018). The items include, “Time really 

drags for me when I’m at work,” “When I’m working, I feel 
like I’ve become just another part of a machine,” “Quite often 
I feel like staying away from my workplace,” and “I used 
to care more about my work unit, but not anymore.” The 
Cronbach’s alpha for this scale is .80.

All items were scored on a five-point Likert scale ranging 
from 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly agree). Gender, age, 
and race were included in all regressions as control variables. 
We present the original items in Portuguese in Supplementary 
Material.

Results
We first assessed the measurement model’s goodness-of-fit 
indexes. We tested three different model configurations: a 
one-factor model (all factors loading in the same latent vari-
able), a three-factor model in which we combined perceived 
outside leadership with abusive supervision and defensive 
silence with acquiescent silence, and a five-factor model (all 
variables separated). The confirmatory factor analysis shows 
that both the one-factor model (χ2(242) = 534.94; p < .001; 
RMSEA = .06; SRMR = .05; CFI = .93; and TLI = .92) 
and the three-factor model (χ2(249) = 1464.33; p < .001; 
RMSEA = .14; SRMR = .12; CFI = .73; and TLI = .70) fit 
the data poorly. The five-factor model fits the data very well 
(Δχ2(242) = 534.94; p < .001; RMSEA = .06; SRMR = .05; 
CFI = .93; and TLI = .92), which supports the discrimi-
nant validity between the variables and the adequacy of our 
measures.

Means, standard deviations, reliabilities, and correlations 
among the variables are displayed in table 2.

The distribution of the dependent variables (acquiescent 
and defensive silence) does not reveal that selection bias on 
the outcomes occurred. That is, both outcome variables have 
high variation, as shown in the histograms (figure 3).

We tested the hypotheses using regression analysis (table 3). 
Providing support for Hypotheses 1a and 2a, the results show 
that outside leadership is positively associated with defensive 
silence (b = 0.23, SE = 0.06, p < .001) and acquiescent silence 
(b = 0.17, SE = 0.05, p < .01). This means that when public 
leaders are seen as outsiders, employees are more likely to 
be silent, a silence that reflects both fear and disengagement.

As expected, the relationship between perceived outside 
leadership and both abusive supervision (b = 0.21, SE = 0.06, 
p < .01) and self-estrangement (b = 0.14, SE = 0.06, p < .05) 
are positive and significant. These results show that public 
leaders who are perceived as outsiders are also more 
likely to be perceived as abusive by subordinates, whereas 
subordinates are more likely to experience a sense of dis-
connection with their work when they are being led by out-
side leaders. Both abusive supervision and self-estrangement 
were associated with defensive silence (b = 0.33, SE = 0.06, 
p < .001 and b = 0.24, SE = 0.06, p < .01, respectively) and 
acquiescent silence (b = 0.17, SE = 0.05, p < .01 and b = 0.35 
SE = 0.05, p < .001, respectively). In line with our model, abu-
sive supervision is more associated with defensive silence than 
acquiescent silence, whereas for self-estrangement the oppo-
site applies.

To test the indirect association between perceived outside 
leadership and employee silence, we followed the procedures 
outlined by Hayes (2013). We used bootstrapped standard 
errors (5,000 replications). Providing support for Hypothesis 

3https://portaldatransparencia.gov.br/orgaos-superiores/44000-ministerio-
do-meio-ambiente
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1b, the indirect relationship between perceived outside leader-
ship and defensive silence through abusive supervision is sig-
nificant (b = 0.07, SE = 0.03, p < .05). In line with Hypothesis 
2b, the indirect relationship between perceived outside leader-
ship and acquiescent silence through self-estrangement is also 
significant (b = 0.05, SE = 0.02, p < .05).

Discussion
This research analyzed the negative impact of politicization 
from an organizational behavior perspective. We show that 
politicization can undermine the administrative state and 
public institutions in ways that have not been previously 
discussed—that is, by inducing dysfunctional job attitudes 

Table 2. Descriptive Statistics, Reliability, and Zero-order Correlations

Variables M SD 1 2 3 4 5 

1. Perceived outside leadership 3.25 1.01 (.88)

2. Abusive supervision 1.96 0.96 .20 (.94)

3. Self-estrangement 2.78 0.97 .15 .31 (.80)

4. Defensive silence 2.57 1.09 .21 .41 .35 (.93)

5. Acquiescent silence 2.44 0.92 .20 .33 .43 .64 (.88)

Note: N = 255. Cronbach’s alpha in parenthesis.

Figure 3. Distribution of Acquiescent and Defensive Silence

Table 3. Regression Analysis: Relationship Between Perceived Outside Leadership and Employee Silence

 Dependent Variables

Defensive Silence Acquiescent Silence

Variables Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4 

Abusive supervision 0.33
(.000)

0.17
(.001)

Self-estrangement 0.24
(.000)

0.35
(.000)

Perceived outside leadership 0.23
(.000)

0.12
(.040)

0.17
(.002)

0.08
(.089)

Age −0.09
(.204)

−0.09
(0.06)

−0.04
(.524)

−0.06
(.837)

Gender 0.14
(.277)

0.04
(.732)

−0.16
(.162)

−0.20
(.011)

Race −0.12
(.400)

−0.06
(.607)

−0.08
(.123)

−0.07
(.910)

Constant 1.96 1.07 2.30 2.09

R2 .06 .24 .05 .26

Note: p-values in parenthesis. N = 255. Gender: 0 = male; 1 = female. Race: 0 = white; 1 = non-white.
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and behaviors among career civil servants. That is, politiciza-
tion can erode public organizations from within by weakening 
their human capital, which in turn can weaken the democracy 
(Du Gay 2020).

Specifically, we found that outside leaders—political 
appointees who usually lack expertise and whose primary 
objective is to politicize and control the bureaucracy—are 
perceived as less legitimate and more abusive by career civil 
servants and also create an environment of apprehension, 
disengagement, and detachment from work. This ultimately 
leads to employee silence, both defensive (related to fear) 
and acquiescent (related to resignation). These findings do 
not contradict previous studies showing that civil servants 
initially respond to illegitimate political interventions with 
voice (e.g., whistleblowing; Schuster et al. 2022). Indeed, the 
qualitative results show that voice and confrontation may 
be an initial reaction against outside leadership (albeit with 
little impact). However, in the longer run—due to recurrent 
instances of persecution, abuse, and misalignment between 
outside leaders’ decisions and the organization’s values and 
goals—silence prevails.

This voice-silencing effect of outside leadership deserves 
attention, as many negative employee outcomes have been 
associated with silence in organizations: stress, cynicism, dis-
engagement, dissatisfaction (Beer and Eisenstat 2000), failure 
to detect serious problems, and lack of innovation (Morrison 
2014). Although employee silence has received little attention 
in public administration research (Hassan, DeHart-Davis, 
and Jiang 2019), studies show it is an important variable in 
the public-sector context, too. For instance, defensive silence 
is associated with public employees avoiding raising questions 
about policy proposals in their area of expertise in order to 
avoid controversy (Hassan 2015). Similarly, Gambarotto and 
Cammozzo (2010) have shown the negative effect of silence 
on innovation in public services.

Our findings also contribute to the literature on demo-
cratic backsliding by examining how politicization enables an 
increase in political control and can weaken state bureauc-
racy. Scholars have already suggested that politicization is one 
strategy of political control that could eliminate bureaucratic 
resistance (Bauer et al. 2021; Bauer and Becker 2020) and our 
findings shed new light on why this happens. We show that 
leaders who are perceived as outsiders are also more likely 
to be perceived as abusive by civil servants. This affects their 
capacity to react and impose resistance continuously, even in 
the case of civil servants with previous experience in activism. 
This takes the form of defensive silence. Similarly, acqui-
escent silence emerged from feelings of self-estrangement 
driven by outside leadership. Employees who were previously 
motivated and engaged began to disengage as they perceived 
that whatever they did would make no difference since out-
side leaders had an anti-environment agenda and the power 
to advance it. Along the same lines, previous studies have 
found that civil servants may respond to illegitimate polit-
ical interventions with behaviors such as exit (Golden 1992) 
and shirking (Brehm and Gates 1997). We expand the under-
standing of this phenomenon by investigating its mechanisms.

The article also contributes to the public leadership litera-
ture by focusing on abusive supervision and unethical forms 
of leadership in public service. Public administration research 
has focused almost exclusively on the “bright side” of lead-
ership, whereas overlooking the potential detrimental effects 

of negative public leaders (Backhaus and Vogel 2022; Hassan 
2019). Moreover, we add to the literature by showing that 
politicization and outside leadership are key antecedents of 
abusive supervision in the public service.

Limitations and Directions for Future Research
Despite the important contributions of this work, some lim-
itations must be acknowledged, especially because they offer 
opportunities for future research. An important strength of 
our study was the use of mixed methods to explore and con-
firm our findings. Nonetheless, we recognize that, in the quan-
titative phase, common method variance might have inflated 
the correlations between the variables due to the cross-sec-
tional design (Podsakoff et al. 2003). Although we were able 
to find support for the relationships suggested by the qualita-
tive phase, future studies may benefit from the use of multiple 
data sources and longitudinal designs such as diary studies. 
Ideally, a longitudinal study should encompass both the 
period before and after elections in order to capture the entire 
process of political appointments, changes in policy and in-
ternal procedures, and the resulting effects on public servants’ 
job attitudes and behaviors.

Another limitation involves the data collection process. 
Since we contacted the interviewees from the qualita-
tive phase and asked them to distribute the survey link to 
their coworkers, we could not calculate the exact response 
rate. Moreover, considering the context of politicization 
and democratic backsliding, some civil servants might have 
been afraid to participate in the survey or to provide details 
during the interviews. As this limitation may occur in any 
context involving fear, we tried to handle it by ensuring an-
onymity and data protection. Moreover, if those who were 
more afraid, disengaged, and silent were less likely to par-
ticipate in the survey, the effects we observed may have been 
attenuated. Given the sensitive nature of our research topic, 
we avoided collecting many demographic variables to pro-
tect participants’ identity and to make them feel more safe 
in expressing their true perceptions and feelings about their 
superiors. The downside is that some important control 
variables, such as organizational tenure or rank, could not be 
included in the regression models.

We also acknowledge that the case explored in this re-
search is atypical, as it represents an extreme situation of 
dismantling of public environmental agencies, guided by ide-
ological and economic issues. This limits the generalizability 
of our results. Although we would theoretically expect similar 
effects in other contexts, we believe this extreme situation and 
the ideological disputes around the environmental agenda 
may have enhanced the negative effects of outside leadership. 
Perhaps, in more ideologically neutral contexts or where po-
litical disputes are less salient, outside leaders will not trigger 
such negative responses in civil servants. This is in line with 
the social identity theory of leadership, which predicts that 
intergroup conflict (e.g., right vs. left) makes social iden-
tity more salient (van Knippenberg 2011). In such cases, 
out-group leaders are even more likely to produce negative 
outcomes in the group (van Knippenberg and Hogg 2003).

It is important that future studies investigate which factors 
could either prevent extreme cases of politicization or buffer 
its negative effects in public organizations. For instance, 
which bureaucratic and institutional capabilities (e.g., the 
use of objective technical criteria to select public leaders) 
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can prevent illegitimate, incompetent outside appointees 
from taking charge of public agencies? What is the impor-
tance of job security, unions, and anonymous whistleblowing 
channels to career civil servants in resisting illegitimate polit-
ical interventions and mitigating the negative effects of out-
side leadership? Which organizational characteristics increase 
bureaucratic resilience (Bauer et al. 2021)? Answering these 
questions is crucial to confront the increasing cases of demo-
cratic backsliding in many countries (Boese et al. 2022).

Lastly, we believe future studies should investigate and pro-
pose strategies to recover the morale and motivation of public 
servants in the wake of politicization. Are the negative effects 
of politicization on employees’ job attitudes and behaviors 
temporary or lasting? What have career civil servants learned 
from these experiences and what are their recommendations?

Conclusion
In this article, we have examined how outside leadership in 
the context of politicization negatively affects career civil 
servants’ job attitudes and behaviors. We conclude that the 
continued presence of illegitimate outside appointees in 
positions of leadership can negatively impact the work en-
vironment in public organizations. We found evidence that 
abusive supervision, employee disengagement, low morale, 
and silence (both defensive and acquiescent) are associated 
with outside leadership. By using an organizational behavior 
lens, our study illustrates the previously unexplored negative 
effects of politicization. By doing so, we advance the under-
standing of the potential harmful consequences of politici-
zation for the administrative state and democracy, as well 
as devise strategies to protect both the civil service and the 
public interest.

The analyses also have practical implications, especially re-
garding how to prevent or deal with democratic backsliding. 
Considering the increase of autocratization worldwide—as 
evidenced V-Dem data (Boese et al. 2022)—it is impor-
tant to understand how to strengthen public administration 
using tools to resist this process. As the findings suggest, po-
liticization may be an effective tool for leaders who aim to 
weaken democracy and the barriers imposed by bureaucracy. 
Our case study shows the importance of creating rules and 
procedures for a political appointment process that would 
introduce legitimate leaders and avoid abusive supervision. 
In addition, this research illustrates the importance of having 
whistleblowing channels to strengthen civil service and guar-
antee voice—even when facing abusive supervision.
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