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My experience with toxic leadership occurred within the United States Navy, an organization where leadership carries significant responsibility due to the critical decisions directly affecting mission success, safety, and the livelihood of Sailors. While the United States Navy emphasizes accountability, teamwork, and professional development, I encountered a Commanding Officer whose behavior can only be defined as an abuse of power, demonstrating how authority, when misused, can undermine both individual and command priorities. Upon reflection utilizing the framework of toxic leadership typologies, this leader most closely displayed an authoritarian and abusive style, where positional authority was used to maintain control rather than develop Sailors and a cohesive work environment.
The behaviors associated with this abuse of power were both domineering and at times even subtle. Authority was frequently demanded through acts of intimidation, public criticism, and inconsistent enforcement of standards. Command climate surveys or “feedback forms” that constructively challenged decisions were discouraged, and challenges to the normality of the command culture were often interpreted as disrespect, rather than professional evolution. Expectations shifted without clear lines of communication, creating an environment where failure became destiny, leading to justification for further control. Recognition and opportunity through awards were unevenly distributed, often favoring loyalty over mission success. Over a course of nine months at Sea, these behaviors created a leadership climate where individuals became more concerned with staying off the radar than in front of the Command at awards quarters. Now, this is especially hard to do given the overall length of a Litoral Combat Ship is 387 feet; No where to go, no where to hide, what is going to be the reality for our crew!
Kets de Vries and Miller describe how neurotic styles of management can emerge when leaders rely excessively on abuse of power as a means of maintaining authority or managing internal insecurity. In this case, leadership behaviors reinforce dependency and fear, rather than empowerment and competence of the crew. Although operational demands continued to be met, the long-term effects followed us back into port. Communication became guarded, collaboration declined, and morale deteriorated as trust eroded through the chain of command. This environment encouraged malicious compliance rather than initiative, demonstrating how toxic leadership can achieve short-term results while weakening organizational well-being over time.
Dr. Steven Walker argues that leadership effectiveness is measured not only by outcomes but by the environment leaders create for their people (Walker, 2019). This perspective became particularly meaningful in my reflection years after the fact. Within any occupational field in the United States Navy, mission success is critical, but when the mission becomes the sole focus, leadership can lose balance of the personnel needed to make it happen. Dr. Walker’s Leadership Medicine Wheel emphasizes the integration of mission, people, self, and spirit; when one dimension dominates, leadership effectiveness declines (Walker, 2019). In this situation, mission accomplishment overshadowed the livelihood of personnel, resulting in a command climate that met third party success while simultaneously destroying the very thing that made it.
The leadership dynamic portrayed in the Movie Whiplash offers a useful comparison to my experience at Sea. In the film, intense pressure and psychological intimidation drive by Fletcher provides performance but at significant emotional, and at times, physical cost to more than just Andrew (Chazelle, 2014). Coincidently, the leadership I experienced produced outstanding success through fear and resentment rather than mentorship or development of Sailors. While these approaches may appear effective in certain high-performing work environments, they often create long-term consequences that damage both individuals and organizations alike.
Coping with this leadership environment requires deliberate emotional regulation and adaptability to the “cultural” norms. Initially, I attempted to improve the situation through increased performance in our Aviation Department, believing that performance alone would resolve the tension between the Commanding Officer. Over time, however, it became clear that the issue was not individual performance but leadership behavior from the top down. I learned to maintain professionalism, documenting expectations, and reliance on fellow peers assisted in managing the course to fulfillment. Concepts discussed in Jungian leadership perspectives reinforced the importance of self-awareness and reflection, helping me avoid internalizing the leader’s behavior and instead focus on controlling my own responses (Jungian, n.d.). This wholeheartedly strengthened my understanding that leadership extends beyond mission success and ties directly into the environment you yourself make. 
The outcome was ultimately a transition away from that leadership environment, but the experience remained integral in my path of humility in the Leadership realm. At the time, I viewed this as a clear example of the type of leader I would never become. The imbalance described in Dr. Steven Walker’s Leadership Medicine Wheel seemed obvious, and I believed that recognizing these failures would prevent me from repeating them. However, Jungian psychology suggests that traits we strongly reject in others often reflect aspects of ourselves that remain unexamined or denied. Jung referred to this as the shadow, the portion of personality individuals suppress because it conflicts with their self-image, yet which emerges under stress when awareness is lacking (Jungian, n.d.).
As my responsibilities within the Navy increased, I began to recognize how operational pressure, accountability, and the demand for results subtly influenced my own leadership behavior. My decisions became more directive; Patience shortened, and control increasingly replaced mentorship. What I had once identified as toxic leadership began to appear in my own actions. My justification for these actions became as necessary for maintaining standards or accomplishing the mission. The mirror of Leadership was as clear as it could be, I was slowly becoming the very Leader I had spent years trying to change. In Jungian terms, the behaviors I once despised had not disappeared but existed within my own shadow, unacknowledged until circumstances brought them forward.
Recognizing toxic leadership in others initially felt second nature; Recognizing it within myself was a task I had never prepared myself to overcome. The transition occurred over time as my responsibilities increased within the United States Navy. With greater rank and responsibilities, I was solely focused on mission success, maintaining standards, and ensuring accountability within my department. In attempting to avoid the leadership failures I had personally endured, I unintentionally adopted behaviors that reflected the very patterns I once loathed. At the time, I believed I was demonstrating servant leadership and approachability. In reality, I was beginning to become the very leader I spent years trying to avoid.
The toxic leadership behaviors I displayed most closely aligned with abuse of power, characterized by excessive control, limited delegation, and reduced tolerance for mistakes. My focus shifted heavily toward task completion and efficiency, often at the expense of mentorship and open communication (Walker, 2025).  My “constructive criticism” to junior Sailors became more demeaning than developmental, and I increasingly relied on positional authority rather than trust through delegation. Kets de Vries and Miller describe how neurotic leadership styles can emerge when leaders attempt to manage anxiety or uncertainty through control (Kretz de Vries, 1984). In hindsight, this description closely resembles my leadership style at this point in my career. My intentions were not malicious; I believed strict adherence to maintenance practices developed success. However, the outcome was an environment where my department felt unheard and that I was unapproachable to be a sounding board for a voice of concern.
At the time, I was largely unaware of the toxic nature of my leadership. Within the operational tempo of the Navy, the success of tasking can easily reinforce inherently toxic leadership styles. Dr. Steven Walker notes that leaders often mistake compliance for effectiveness, especially when short-term results appear positive (Walker, 2019). As performance metrics were being achieved, I initially viewed my leadership approach as successful rather than harmful. The absence of feedback reinforced my transition from the light into the toxic shadow.
There was never one single moment that sparked the realization of my leadership absence as it took years of reflection to identify. Subtle moments began to emerge with decreased engagement during discussions, low feedback, and a noticeable decline in initiative among my department. Conversations became linear rather than collaborative, and I sensed growing emotional distance between myself, the mission and my team. The realization became unavoidable when informal feedback and peer conversations revealed that my leadership style was perceived as unapproachable and overly controlling. I had now become the shadow!
Once I became aware of these patterns, the process of change required deliberate reflection and humility. Initially, I was defensive as most would be. Acknowledging toxicity conflicted with my ultimate goal of becoming a fair and competent leader. However, Dr. Walker’s  Leadership Medicine Wheel emphasizes the importance of integrating self-awareness alongside mission and people. I began intentionally seeking feedback, adjusting communication styles, and allowing greater autonomy within the team. Rather than correcting mistakes on spot, I focused on coaching and understanding the reasoning behind said decisions. This shift was uncomfortable, as it required relinquishing control and accepting vulnerability, but it gradually rebuilt trust and improved morale.
Ultimately, confronting my own toxic leadership became one of the most important moments in my leadership development. Jungian psychology suggests that growth occurs not through denying the “shadow” but through integrating it, acknowledging one’s capacity for harmful behavior and consciously choosing a different path (Jungian, n.d.). Recognizing how stress, authority, and responsibility influenced my behavior, I gained a deeper understanding of leadership as a process rather than a set of genetic skills. This experience reshaped my leadership philosophy, reinforcing that authority must be balanced with empathy, accountability with humility, and mission success with the development of people. Through this process, toxic leadership became not only a lesson observed in others, but a personal turning point that continues to shape how I lead and learn today.
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