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Highlights

Contributions to systems science, systems practice, systems theory and/or methodology:

• This study treats organizations as complex adaptive systems and applies Gresham’s
Law in a novel way to describe the choices employees encounter when facing destruc-
tive leadership.

• This study is, to the knowledge of the authors, the first exploratory study employed in
the context of destructive leadership research.

Main findings and/or implications of the main findings:

• The probability of managers curbing destructive leaders is not better than that predi-
cated by a simple random choice model.

• The low probability of a positive outcome for the employee suggests that leaving
the organization is a rational choice for employees unless there are other compelling
reasons to stay.

Abstract

The destructive leadership evolution model derives from the centuries-old Gresham’s Law,
and it states that “bad” leaders drive out “good” leaders, but “good” leaders cannot drive
out “bad” leaders when “bad” leaders are allowed to operate with impunity. Employees
will therefore face a choice between becoming a colluder, a conformer, or a leaver unless
top management successfully resolves the situation. This paper analyzes the situation
from the employees’ perspective using Gresham’s Law as the starting point. The principal
advantage of using Gresham’s Law lies in its systemic perspective: it treats corporations
as complex adaptive systems and therefore makes explicit the conditions under which
particular outcomes are likely to arise. The analysis itself consists of using a random choice
model and Monte Carlo simulations. The study is therefore exploratory in nature, and it
demonstrates that the probability of averting destructive leadership tendencies remains
low unless top management intervenes deliberately. These results align with empirical
results of other researchers, indicating that managers are not any more effective at curbing
destructive leaders than can be predicted by a simple random choice model. Consequently,
the model suggests that for most employees a rational course of action is to exit the organi-
zation except where other compelling considerations outweigh the costs of staying.
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1. Introduction
The Pupil asked, “What are the four evils?” Confucius replied, “To execute
without having admonished; this is called cruelty. To examine accomplishments
without having instructed; this is called brutality. To be lax in direction yet make
deadlines; this is called viciousness. To be stingy in giving what is due to others;
this is called being bureaucratic.”

Confucius

Analects 20:4

Leadership is the most important problem in human affairs—it is the source of national
greatness and national despair [1]. As Drucker famously observed [2]: “Only three things
happen naturally in organizations: friction, confusion, and underperformance. Everything
else requires leadership”. Indeed, Herzberg [3] showed that interventions to improve em-
ployee motivation through personal growth had little effect, but removing bad supervision
had a sizable effect.

Unfortunately, mainstream leadership research has suffered from a positivity bias by
focusing on the desirable attributes of leaders to the neglect of the unpleasant reality that
many leaders behave badly and cause great harm [4]. This positivity bias is evident from
the fact that although the literature on destructive leadership, toxic leadership, etc., has
grown substantially over the last decades, its publication volume is far smaller than that of
the literature on the desirable aspects of leadership, which by the end of the last century
included more than 9000 different systems, languages, principles and paradigms [5]. Since
then, this body of research has grown even more.

Yet, a 2019 study by the Society for Human Resource Management (SHRM) found that
1 in 4 workers in the USA dread going to work, and 58% of employees who quit a job due
to workplace culture say that their managers are the main reason they ultimately left [6].
Also, a Gallup survey involving more than a million American workers reveals that half of
all employees say they have left a company because of a bad boss [7]. Indeed, “the great
resignation” can be spoken of in the US, and it relates to what the researchers [8] call a
“toxic culture”. In a subsequent article, the same authors [9] probe further into the matter
and identify five factors of toxic cultures—disrespectful, non-inclusive, unethical, cutthroat,
and abusive. The cost for US businesses is large— USD 223 bn in the period covering 2015
through 2019, according to one estimate [10].

Note that survey data have well-known bias risks and should not be overinterpreted.
For example, safety science research often relies on employee surveys, but after reviewing
three survey cases, Keiser et al. [11] found that up to a third of the variation can be
explained by impression management, i.e., providing socially desirable responses because
of the salient social consequences associated with responding and additional costs of
providing unfavorable responses. The existence of impression management should come
as no surprise because the human resource (HR) department is likely to take the side of the
leader without compelling information [12].

Unfortunately, bad leadership is not a new phenomenon. Indeed, Aristophanes
(446–386) of ancient Greece wrote in the “Frogs” [13]:

Oftentimes have we reflected on a similar abuse
In the choice of men for office, and of coins for common use;
For your old and standard pieces, valued and approved and tried
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Here among the Grecian nations, and in all the world beside,
Recognized in every realm for trusty stamp and pure assay,
Are rejected and abandoned for the trash of yesterday;
For vile, adulterate issue, drossy, counterfeit and base,
Which the traffic of the city passes current in their place.
More than 2000 years later, Gresham’s Law was formulated to describe similar phe-

nomena. British economist Henry Dunning Macleod (1858) decided to name the tendency
of “bad” money driving “good” money out of circulation after Sir Thomas Gresham
(1519–1579), the financial agent of Queen Elizabeth I [14]. The same mechanism, of bad
driving out the good, has also been suggested concerning leadership [15].

Indeed, much research has been performed over the years to understand “bad” leader-
ship (e.g., [4,15,16] amongst others), and a variety of different terms have been used to de-
scribe it, such as “tyrannical” [17], “bullying” [18], “unethical” and “bad” [19], “dark” [20],
“dysfunctional” [21], “psychopathic” [22], “self-serving” [23], “despotic” [24], “Machiavel-
lian” [25], “toxic” [26] and “destructive leader” [16]. Since the term “destructive leadership”
is most commonly used in the scholarly literature [27], it is also used in this paper.

Most of this research follows a traditional management research approach where a
research question leads to the design of a research method followed by observations and/or
surveys, using useful measurements and sufficient reliability levels to provide the insights
required to build a model and theory; see, for example, Tharenou et.al. [28].

Interestingly, Emblemsvåg and Emblemsvåg [15] chose a different approach, starting
from a generic version of Gresham’s Law, which can be formulated as follows [29]:

‘Bad’ money drives out ‘good’ money, but ‘good’ money cannot drive out ‘bad’
money when fixed exchange rate is enforced and there is sufficient supply to
invoke choice. In lieu of choice, ‘bad’ money stabilizes ‘good’ money and the
entire coinage.

The authors argued that Gresham’s Law can best be described using complex sys-
tems theory since (1) most real-life systems seem to interact and produce new, emergent
behaviors in alignment with complexity theory, and (2) corporations are complex adaptive
systems (CASs) [30].

A CAS consists of self-similar agents that interact with one another and with the envi-
ronment, such that relatively simple agents with simple rules of behavior can collectively
produce complex, emergent dynamics. Consequently, the properties that characterize the
system as a whole usually cannot be inferred—or sometimes even defined—from the de-
scription of any single agent [31]. Indeed, “Complexity science studies systems where large
numbers of components or subsystems, at times of a different nature, combine to produce
surprising emergent phenomena apparent at multiple scales. It is these phenomena, hidden
behind the often deceptively simple rules that govern individual components, that best
define complex systems” [32]. Moreover, the complexity grows as the system grows in
size [33]. Therefore, these systems must be studied holistically, as the sum of the agents
and their interactions, and not element by element through reductionism [34].

Thus, complexity theory views organizations as a CAS. Within this perspective, de-
structive leadership is not simply an isolated behavioral deficiency; rather, it is a system-
level emergent phenomenon through Gresham-like dynamics, where destructive leaders,
through political skills, opportunism, or dysfunctional incentives, may outcompete and
ultimately “drive out” good leaders [15]. Destructive behavior can become reinforced when
the organization rewards, tolerates or fails to correct such leaders, leading to gradual lead-
ership shift toward dysfunction [35]. The model developed for the evolution of destructive
leaders, built on Gresham’s Law as an analogy, is stated as follows [15]:
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‘Bad’ leaders drive out ‘good’ leaders, but ‘good’ leaders cannot drive out ‘bad’
leaders when ‘bad’ leaders are allowed to operate with impunity. In times of crisis,
‘bad’ leaders can stabilize the situation because people accept some destructive
behavior as a cost to overcome the crisis.

The translation of Gresham’s Law from its generic version hinges on a couple of
observations. A fixed exchange rate implies that coins of different metallic content have
the same exchange rate at any given time—not that it stays the same over time. Europe
during the medieval period and later was no stranger to debasement of coins (inflation).
In a leadership context, the “exchange rate” refers to the fact that people of different
qualities inhabit the same occupations, as frequently observed in real life. Second, there is
a functional equivalence between different currencies adjusted for exchange rates, just as
different leaders exhibit leadership styles that are not functionally identical, yet, they often
have similar jobs.

Unfortunately, the destructive leadership evolution model comes with a caveat: it
requires the correct identification of a destructive leader. This caveat is important, and
Velde et al. [36] claim that without some private information, the phenomenon of circulation
by tale or Gresham’s Law would not exist, since both revolve around what happens when
one meets an uninformed seller.

This situation represents a third observation, and it relates directly to the fact that
the complexity of a CAS is a combination of the attributes of the system (ontological com-
plexity) and simultaneously also a “function of our present understanding of the system”
(epistemological complexity) [37]. In other words, the existence of private information is
highly likely, perhaps even inescapable. Indeed, forced circulation was observed through-
out history, but in organizational leadership such forcing is only observed in special cases
arising from a lack of people and in crises. Such forcing, however, stabilizes the situation, as
it did with early coinage, reinforcing the usefulness of using Gresham’s Law as an analogy.

An obvious challenge in that situation is whether or not the private information can
be trusted. Thus, trust and the level of informed decision-making are closely related to the
core of Gresham’s Law. It is not difficult to understand in the context of coins. Suppose
you are buying something in the market with coins. Once the change is handed to you, in
addition to the goods you bought, you easily notice if one coin is different than the others.
Then, the element of choice arises: is this slightly different coin of the same intrinsic value
as the others or has it been debased (which happened frequently in Medieval Europe)?

The challenge when it comes to leadership is that such choices are much more diffi-
cult, which induces the obvious question concerning the destructive leadership evolution
model [15]: how can choices be made for various levels of trust? While the superior of
the destructive leader has a choice to make concerning the employment of the destructive
leader, the subordinate also has a choice to make. Although the literature on the broad
topic of decision-making is vast [38], the authors find among senior managers that most
of them asked family and relatives and friends and colleagues to help them when facing
difficult decisions—only a minority of people report that they use the internet or expert
sources. Thus, arguably, decisions are made by talking to people they trust.

Hence, employees’ choice when encountering a destructive leader is shaped by a
complex interplay of personal resources, organizational climate, power dynamics, and the
severity of the leader’s destructive behavior, amongst other factors [39]. This can be the
choice between speaking up or staying silent, confronting the leader, avoiding him/her,
reporting the behavior or tolerating it, or whether to stay in the job or exit. As Sue [40,41]
eloquently puts it; “take it, leave it, or change it”. Complexity theory helps explain why
these choices are relatively path dependent, but difficult due to an unpredictable result.
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The choice an employee makes when confronted with a destructive leader depends
on numerous factors, including the characteristics of the leader, the employee, their re-
lationship, and the broader organizational environment. One way of overcoming this
situation is to observe and seek advice from colleagues who work successfully with the
leader. However, if there is a real destructive leader, this approach will not suffice and exit
is the recommended choice [12].

Padilla et al. [35] introduced the “toxic triangle”, a framework describing how bad
leaders gain and maintain power, emphasizing the combined influence of leaders, followers
and contextual conditions in producing and tolerating destructive leadership. Accordingly,
these dimensions are also central for understanding the options employees perceive and
the decision they make when encountering destructive leadership. Since an organization is
defined by its participants, everyday employee choices shape broader systemic patterns,
thereby enabling the normalization and proliferation of destructive leadership. Over time,
this may result in the emergence of a so-called “toxic culture”.

Toxic cultures might drive even prominent leaders out of coveted leadership positions,
and a single bad leader, even in a middle-ranking leadership position, can bring down an
entire organization [42]. Once a toxic culture takes root, it shapes individual perceptions
and restricts the viable options for confronting destructive leadership. Organizational
silence becomes a rational coping mechanism in such morally unsafe environments [43].
Thus, individual decisions and systemic tendencies co-create each other—a hallmark of
a CAS.

This study will explicate and analyze the choice of the employee from a mathematical
point of view without any preferences towards any theory other than what can be deducted
from the destructive leadership evolution model [15]. The following research question will
be addressed; “what choices do employees have when facing destructive leaders and what
are the odds of a good outcome for the employee?” A “good outcome” refers to a favorable
resolution for the employee, which ideally manifests itself either through the removal of
the destructive leader, internal transfer of the employee, or promotion to a position outside
the destructive leader’s influence.

The hypothesis used to address this research question is that “the probability of a
good outcome can be described by a random choice model”, implying that leadership in
many organizations is unable to effectively address destructive leaders. This may seem a
severe hypothesis, but the empirical evidence on the prevalence and impact of destructive
leadership is discouraging. If this hypothesis is shown to hold, the practical advice based
on the modeling results to an employee facing a destructive leader is clear (absent other
compelling reasons to stay)—leave the organization or move internally to a position outside
the leader’s sphere of influence. For simplicity, both options are referred to as “leave” in
this paper. Obviously, a real-life choice must be based on more factors that the modeling
cannot capture, as discussed later.

The method deployed in this paper relies on the destructive leadership evolution
model of Emblemsvåg and Emblemsvåg [15] and the barrier model of Breevaart et.al. [39]
to explicate the choices, and to calculate the probabilities of a good outcome. These two
papers therefore provide the main theoretical underpinnings of the presented work.

It is important to note that various human preferences such as risk aversion, con-
servatism, etc., could alter the choice in ways that contradicts the probabilities. Such
preferences are not included due to the complexity of handling them realistically. Their
effects are, as discussed in Section 2, included numerically by adding substantial degrees of
uncertainties to the choice process.

Next, the choice is discussed in greater depth, and then the odds for making a good
choice are calculated under the assumption of a random choice model in Section 3. The
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purpose of this simple random choice model is to provide an independent benchmark that
can be used to compare to actual empirical data provided by others, as discussed in more
detail next. The results are then subsequently discussed, and in Section 4 the limitations
and the future work are discussed.

2. The Method
This study is partly based on literature and partly based on simulations and a deduc-

tion of conclusions thereof. The literature part is presented in the first section of Section 3
and this section is dedicated to the more analytical part of the paper.

This study presents a decision model outlining the choices faced by employees when
they encounter destructive leadership, within the constraints discussed above. Our argu-
ment concerning the choice is structured in three ways. First, the theoretical foundations
are explored as a point of departure by using a six-point model which is developed here in
combination with the barrier model of Breevaart et.al. [39]; see Section 3.1. This model was
chosen due to its structuredness and clarity. Moreover, the destructive leadership evolution
model is revisited in Section 3.2, including how it relates to CAS. Then, the decision tree
model is presented in Section 3.3 and the mathematical results in Section 3.4.

This study should preferably have been supported by a longitudinal approach. How-
ever, when the negative experiences of people are the topic, such a study would be difficult
to execute. Therefore, a novel approach is used instead where the theoretical model of
Gresham’s Law in a leadership context is analyzed using a simulation of a baseline model
that represents an extreme decision-making process constituting only random choices.

Essentially, instead of trying to assess the true probabilities for a large set of people,
probabilities are simply randomly assigned according to the number of possible outcomes
(frequency interpretation of probability). So, if there are two possible outcomes for a
decision, the probability becomes 50%, which is the random outcome of a choice with two
possible outcomes for n people when n → ∞. This enables the calculation of the cumulative
random choice probabilities for the two final outcomes—“stay” or “leave”. As such, the
modeling provided in this paper provides an extreme baseline of random choice outcomes.
Then, by comparing these results to findings from the literature, the best choice for the
employee can be deducted all else being equal (paribus ceteris). This study is therefore an
exploratory study using numerical simulations to cap the solution space and subsequently
using the literature to interpret the solution space via deductive arguments. Then, the
research question can be addressed without venturing into the extremely rich literature on
risk aversion, conservatism, trust, fear, and more.

Indeed, one of the great advantages of exploratory modeling is to simplify complex
processes and interactions to the appropriate level of detail [44]. For more than 30 years it
has been applied and refined in the geomorphological sciences, where it was first introduced
by [45], and for more than 25 years in epidemiology [46]. A challenge for the application
of exploratory modeling shown in this study is that we do not possess more detailed
models than Gresham’s Law, which could conceivably had been used to include a number
of factors that have been excluded here such as job market situation, dependencies, and
culture. Our usage of exploratory modeling is therefore in the early stages, and to the
knowledge of the authors, this type of modeling has never before been used in the context
of destructive leadership.

A simple decision tree is used to calculate the cumulative probabilities for certain
outcomes, and the results are used to address the hypothesis. The acceptance of the
hypothesis is subsequently used to deduct an answer to the research question using
insights from the literature. This indirect approach is chosen because directly addressing
the research question through surveys and the like is unreliable, as discussed above.
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The final element of the method is to assess how the various factors would influence
real-life decisions of “exit, voice and loyalty”, which is done by adding uncertainties to the
model as a numerical proxy for including the real-life factors. A Monte Carlo simulation
is subsequently performed with 100,000 trials where each decision is modeled with an
expected value as indicated but with triangular uncertainty distributions from 0% to 100%.
For example, a 33% deterministic probability is modeled as ranging from 0% to 100% with
an expected value of 33%. Similarly, a 50% deterministic probability is modeled as ranging
also from 0% to 100% but with 50% as the expected value.

This approach of numerically including the uncertainties in the choices that employees
make, irrespective of whether the decisions are based on a correctly understood situation, is
conservative. By using a Monte Carlo simulation, the entire solution space can be sampled
and provide a numerical solution to a CAS. The resulting probability distributions are
much more reliable than the deterministic decision tree results. If the resulting probability
distributions do not overlap, the choice of “staying” or “leaving” will never produce the
same outcome probability. Hence, the choice should be clear from a purely probabilis-
tic perspective. Then, additional insights from the literature are useful for interpreting
the results.

Note that the decision tree ignores practical issues related to a choice in real life such
as labor market conditions, economic issues, accumulated pension rights, and cultural
issues. However, these practical issues are included in the six-step decision process and
numerically handled by using the uncertainty distributions discussed previously.

3. Results
It is almost impossible to be untouched by incivility between people at work [47],

and the choice an employee must make is not straightforward because of the different
characteristics of the different types of destructive leadership [15]. Also, employees should
avoid making a choice based merely on disliking people. In fact, people who struggle
to work well with their leaders are nearly always part of the problem themselves—their
behavior is in some way preventing them from being recognized and valued [12].

One way of overcoming this situation is to observe and seek advice from colleagues
who work successfully with the leader, but this approach will not suffice if there is a real
destructive leader, and exit becomes the recommended choice [12]. Thus, employees must
have realistic expectations concerning what is possible to achieve in organizations, to avoid
wandering from one job to another looking for an ideal that may not exist.

The decision process of an employee encountering a destructive leader can be struc-
tured as a six-point model, as discussed next. Then, it is shown in Section 3.2 that the
destructive leadership evolution in an organization is a CAS. In Sections 3.3 and 3.4, the
decision process and the odds are discussed. The contributions made in this paper are
briefly summarized in Section 3.5.

3.1. Exit, Voice or Loyalty?

The decision process starts when the organization contains, or begins to reward,
destructive leadership, irrespective of whether it is subtle or fully developed, because it
sets the conditions for potential Gresham dynamics [15]. Destructive leadership persists
not only because of the leader’s behavior, but because multiple environmental barriers trap
the employee in place [39]. This affects the employee’s decision process, triggering a chain
of dynamic considerations that can be structured as a six-point model:

1. A triggering event activates the decision process. The employee experiences destruc-
tive leadership, such as shouting, swearing, ridiculing, and invading privacy [48], the
leader takes credit for team successes while blaming subordinates for failures [49,50],
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etc. It may be a single event, but it is equally likely that the situation is emerging and
gradually grows worse, before it finally reaches a tipping point (“had enough”).

2. How the employee experiences the event (i.e., the nature, severity, frequency, intent,
ambiguity) significantly influences the employee’s response. When the destructive
leadership behavior is subtle, passive–aggressive, or ambiguous, employees often
hesitate because they doubt whether the behavior is sufficiently severe to warrant
action [39]. Different types of destructive leader behaviors impact followers differently,
but all types increase turnover intentions, although with different urgencies, and
constrain employees’ choices in distinct ways [50]. However, as behavior worsens, or
becomes more overt, employees are more likely to shift from denial to active coping
efforts [49].

3. How the employee responds via active coping efforts depends on personal resources,
power dynamics between the employee and the destructive leader, the social and
organizational context, and the opportunities and constraints as described in the
barrier model of abusive supervision [39]:

(a) Personal resources: Employees exposed to destructive leadership are likely
to employ a range of conflict-coping strategies: some retaliate, some resign
and some adapt to the situation [51]. Research shows that coping behav-
iors may be directed toward or away from the source of stress—that is, the
destructive leader—distinguishing between approach and avoidance coping
strategies [52,53]. Moreover, behavioral and cognitive efforts to manage de-
structive leadership can be categorized as problem focused (attempts to change
or eliminate the problem) or emotion focused (managing emotional reactions
to the problem) [52–54].
How employees cope depends partly on their personal resources and charac-
teristics. Employees who believe they can manage conflict or navigate difficult
conversations are more likely to confront or report the behavior, whereas those
with low self-efficacy often resort to avoidance or silence [55]. Prior experiences
with bullying or conflict may lead some employees to avoid similar situations,
while others may develop resilience that buffer the negative effects [56]. More-
over, when individuals perceive the situation as uncontrollable, they are more
likely to use avoidance-focused coping strategies, such as withdrawing, rumi-
nating, taking leave, or leaving the organization entirely [52,57].

(b) Power dynamics: The power relationship between the employee and the de-
structive leader shapes the perceived feasibility of various responses. When
the destructive leader controls evaluations, workload, opportunities, and refer-
ences, employees have fewer safe choices due to higher risk of retaliation. High
dependence on the destructive leader for career advancement or job security
reduces the likelihood of confrontation. Employees who rely on their position
as a stepping stone may choose silence or emotional masking, whereas those
with alternative opportunities may be more inclined to confront, report or
exit [58].

(c) Social and organizational context: The organizational climate and culture may
function as an enabler of the destructive leadership behavior [35,52]. Organiza-
tional cultures that emphasize power, control and competitiveness, and where
psychological safety is low, can create conditions where destructive leadership
behaviors are tolerated or even rewarded [35].

(d) Opportunities and constraints: Employees exposed to destructive leadership
often cannot simply confront, report or leave the situation, even when such ac-
tions appear rational from an outside perspective [39]. This is not only because
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of the leader’s actions, but also because environmental barriers surround the
employee, making leaving the organization or resisting the destructive leader
difficult.

4. The emotional reaction of the employee influences the choice made. At first, abusive
supervision provokes anger and fear, but over time when followers keep getting
confronted with abusive supervision, followers’ emotions flatten out and eventually
they end up feeling sad and helpless [59], which can explain why followers do not
end the abusive relationship [39].

5. The employee makes his or her choice. Followers and middle management face
distorted incentives, and some may comply because destructive leaders hold power
and destructive behavior is rewarded. Resisting the system is punished. A selection
pressure emerges.

6. A systemic feedback loop occurs:

(a) If employees choose “Endure” or “Avoid”, destructive leaders face no resis-
tance, and bad leaders remain in place. Worse, when leaders perceive follower
coping strategies as submissive, they are likely to maintain or increase their
destructive behavior [53].

(b) If employees “report”, but barriers block success, destructive leaders gain even
more power, and the organization drifts further toward toxicity [60].

(c) If employees choose “Exit”, potentially good employees and good leaders
leave, leading to destructive leadership proportion increases [15].

(d) If confrontation fails, the relational and organizational barriers [39] may
strengthen, leading to fear and silence.

3.2. The Destructive Leadership Evolution as CAS

The barrier model of abusive supervision [39] frames destructive leadership as a
system-wide problem with the employees positioned at the center. This framing is in
alignment with Gresham’s Law and the existence of a CAS. Furthermore, the model
has four expanding layers of barriers: individual, relational, organizational and societal.
These barriers represent four levels of a CAS, that under certain circumstances create the
conditions that allow the Gresham’s Law CAS dynamic to unfold; see Figure 1. These
circumstances arise when the organization is large enough to let organizational politics
play out covertly.

Figure 1. The destructive leadership evolution model derived from Gresham’s Law. Source: Em-
blemsvåg and Emblemsvåg [15].
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That situation occurs when some legitimate metric can be used outwardly to explain
recruitment, succession and retention, but illegitimate reasons are actually the ones that are
being used. This is typical defensive reasoning, which operates according to the following
rules—“Keep premises tacit, make inferences with covert logic, and subject conclusions to
private tests; the tests should be consistent with the logic used by the person reaching the
conclusion”. Defensive reasoning is therefore self-referential because there is no external
and independent reality check, and it will consequently become self-serving, self-sealing,
self-fulfilling and ultimately self-deceiving [61].

As demonstrated above, the choices employees make are shaped by several influ-
encing factors, and they can be classified according to the coping strategies they choose.
Padilla et al. [35] propose that in the “toxic triangle” of destructive leadership, there are two
types of “susceptible followers”, conformers and colluders. While both support or enable
destructive leadership, they differ in their motivations and actions: Conformers are passive
followers who comply out of fear, unmet needs, or low self-esteem, whereas colluders are
active accomplices who align with the leader for personal gain and ambition. Emblemsvåg
and Emblemsvåg [15] added “leavers” to the classification of followers—those who cannot
accept either of the two coping strategies.

Interestingly, the choices presented above [39] can also be deducted through observing
economic transactions. From economics, two principal determinants of the readiness to
resort to voice are known when exit is possible in a market, which Hirschman [62] also
believes hold in politics: (1) the extent to which the certainty of exit can be traded against
the uncertainties of an improvement in a deteriorating product, and (2) the estimate of the
customer’s ability to influence the organization. As a rule, loyalty holds exit at bay and
activates voice and can therefore be very useful. However, blind loyalty is bad [63]. The
same mechanisms are assumed to exist concerning destructive leadership coping strategies.

It should be noted that loyalty has always been a hot topic in the field of organizational
behavior, and is of great significance to the operation and management of organizations [64].
There is also a great difference in culture; “In the western pattern, all members in an
organization are equivalent, just as all straws in a bundle are alike. This is quite different
from the Chinese pattern. Social relationships in China possess a self-centered quality. Like
the ripples formed from a stone thrown into a lake, each circle spreading out from the
center becomes more distant and at the same time more insignificant” [65].

Since distinguishing between “Endure” or “Avoid” (discussed earlier) is difficult without
personal insights, the term “loyal” is more useful—without venturing into its causes. The
choice structure can now be developed using the terms of Hirschman [62]—“exit”, “voice”
or “loyalty”. By merging the destructive leadership evolution model in Figure 1 with the
discussion above, the choice of whether or not an employee should stay can be expressed as a
decision tree; see Figure 2.

Figure 2. The decision tree of the choice point in the destructive leadership evolution model given no
preferences, as in a random choice model.

https://doi.org/10.3390/systems14080937

https://doi.org/10.3390/systems14080937


Systems 2026, 14, 937 11 of 18

3.3. The Decision Tree for Exit, Voice or Loyalty

The decision tree starts by acknowledging that there is a situation. Those that are
unaware of the situation will stay or leave for conditions that are irrelevant to this analysis.
Those that are aware of the situation will face a choice with two possible outcomes. In a
simple random choice model, each of these are assigned a probability of 50%.

Then, each of the next three possible outcomes (“exit”, “voice” or “loyalty”) will
be assigned a probability of 33%. “Exit” implies leaving, while “loyalty” implies either
compliance with destructive leaders out of fear, as conformers do, or active participation in
a destructive leader’s agenda, as colluders do [35]. A simple random choice model cannot
make such distinctions, which is why they are grouped together. This is not unreasonable
since conformers also can contribute to destructive leadership [66] though inaction.

The latter choice, “voice”, is based on a risk assessment with an ultimate outcome of
either “staying” or “leaving” depending on the outcome of voicing the concerns, both with
a probability of 50%. The employee will stay under three conditions, of which none are
identifiable in this simple model: first, the employee gives up and becomes a conformer;
second, the employee becomes a colluder; and third, there is actually real change taking
place and the destructive leadership situation is resolved. However, the odds of coming
out on top after a confrontation or actual institutional changes take place are low [47].

3.4. The Odds of the Choices

To analyze these choices, the concept of utility can be used. The Random Utility
Maximization (RUM) model [67] has had a major impact on how choice behavior has been
modeled and studied over the past 50 years [68]. Indeed, “we find that many, though not all,
of the behavioral traits discussed in the literature can be approximated sufficiently closely
by a random utility framework” [69]. However, establishing a credible utility function
for the discussed CAS is beyond the scope of this paper. Rather, the random choice is
merely calculated as cumulative probabilities and then compared to what real-life data
suggest, and from there the hypothesis and answers to the research question are inferred.
The deterministic result is shown in Figure 2.

In lieu of a more refined choice model that represents a CAS in its richness, Figure 3
shows essentially the total solution space without any preferences that could have narrowed
the choice solution space down. The expected probability for an employee to escape
the model in Figure 2 is 25%, deterministically. Most people will choose to stay. The
percentiles in Table 1 are interesting, and more useful than the deterministic result, since
the deterministic result is driven purely by mathematics, while the uncertainty can account
for a number of effects.

Table 1. Subordinate strategy percentiles in dealing with destructive leaders.

Percentiles Stay Leave

0% 22% 0%
10% 56% 9%
20% 64% 13%
30% 69% 17%
40% 73% 20%
50% 76% 24%
60% 80% 27%
70% 83% 31%
80% 87% 36%
90% 91% 44%
100% 100% 78%
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Figure 3. The subordinate strategy choice probabilities in dealing with destructive leaders with
no preferences.

If focus is placed on the 10–90% percentiles, the results are not far from Edgard Schein’s
famous statement, repeated in an interview [70] that “. . . 80% of the people survived the
ordeal [being prisoner of war in Korea] by being passive. That’s generally the way it is in
organizations”. In fact, this very simple model suggests 76% will stay either as conformers
or colluders on average (50% percentile). Furthermore, the results are not materially
different than those reported by Nutt [71].

This finding is in itself interesting because it suggests that top management’s abilities
to deal with destructive leaders are on par with the results from the random choice model.
When destructive leaders occur in the workplace, there is, in other words, a dearth of
effective leadership, one way or the other. That statement is the logical conclusion of the
insights offered by Drucker [2] at the beginning of this paper.

Thus, concerning the initial research question, the answer is clear: unless there is
a compelling reason to stay, including effective measures that are taken to resolve the
situation, the employee should consider leaving. The chances of a good outcome for the
employee are basically too slim, unless you are willing to lower your standards to become
a conformer or a colluder.

These statements are, of course, derived from the model and must be interpreted
with care. For example, the modeling does not include real-life factors that people should
consider in this context, such as bad labor market conditions, high economic dependency,
pension rights, psychological safety, and specific cultural contexts.

3.5. Contributions to the Body of Knowledge

This paper extends the knowledge base concerning destructive leadership in three
ways. First, the approach of using Gresham’s Law, random choice modeling and Monte
Carlo simulations (exploratory modeling) is novel in this field of research to our knowledge.
The great benefit is that the need for longitudinal studies for our specific purpose is greatly
reduced. That said, longitudinal studies would, of course, have been advantageous if the
methodological challenges discussed in Section 2 could have been resolved.

The second contribution is the results of the modeling itself. The fact that a random
choice model gives the same probability estimate of a good outcome for an employee
as some empirical studies indicates that the abilities of top management in dealing with
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destructive leaders is not materially better than what can be achieved by chance. This may
seem a surprising finding, but recall the statements of Drucker in Section 1. Furthermore,
as shown in the discussion next, lack of good performance is common in a number of fields.
That said, we should be careful overstretching this finding since causation has not been
established. We have only proven that it is probable at some level.

A third contribution relates to the fact that this paper builds on the previous work in
the destructive leadership evolution model and the barrier model. Moreover, this paper
adds credibility to the destructive leadership evolution model by showing that the caveats
of that model [15] can be successfully addressed. Empirical work remains to be coupled
with the model to refine it further.

4. Discussion, Limitations and Future Work
The model used here is a simple, random choice model without any preferences

in the decision-making. This simplicity is, on the surface, a shortcoming since all the
non-mathematical factors that people include when making choices, either consciously or
unconsciously, are ignored in the modeling. Yet, interestingly, the results are not materially
different from those reported by a number of authors that have studied related issues, such
as Nutt [71] and Schein [70]. Those two studies have limited statistical significance, which
shows that empirical studies are necessary in the future to verify the results of this paper.

There are, of course, limits to the accuracy of the results when making indirect com-
parisons between empirical studies and exploratory simulation results. This introduces
methodological uncertainties since empirical results are derived from real-life data, whereas
the exploratory results are obtained from idealized data sets. This uncertainty is resolved in
this paper only by numerically adding sufficient uncertainties to the exploratory modeling
to stay on the conservative side. Eliminating this methodological uncertainty can only be
achieved by large-scale empirical studies, but that is future work, as noted earlier.

Large-scale empirical studies would have enabled the establishment of more detailed
models under the overarching model structure to exploit the benefits of capturing causality
using exploratory modeling; see [44]. However, without such detailed models, the initial
exploratory modeling in the context of destructive leadership shown here cannot claim
causality, only probability.

However, there are other interesting studies, as well, that offer some evidence. First,
a survey of 672 leaders in the Chinese construction industry shows that an employee’s
leadership potential significantly increases both leader jealousy and leader ostracism, with
leader jealousy serving as a mediator [72]. That study does not address exactly the same
problem statement as addressed here, but it is likely that some of the fundamental aspects
are similar due to human nature. Assuming that a jealous leader is experienced as a
destructive leader, the odds of good outcomes for an employee in such a situation is low, as
indicated in this paper as well.

Second, a large survey of 2185 human resource professionals and 10,796 leaders from
2014 organizations around the world may also provide support for the results provided
here [73]: 71% of the leaders report significant stress levels; 54% of these are concerned
about burnout and 40% consider leaving leadership roles entirely (28% of the total sample),
compared to just 20% of the less stressed leaders (6% of the total sample). Again, the results
are materially quite similar, or even slightly worse, as the random choice model presented
here, implying that leadership efforts to deal with the situation are ineffective.

While the employees must try to pass the correct judgment concerning whether or not
a leader is destructive, they must be aware of their own defensive reasoning, which can
cloud their own judgments from a scientific point of view. As Argyris [61] puts it: “. . .we
become unaware of the programs in our heads that keep us unaware” resulting in “skilled
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unawareness” and “skilled incompetence”. Thus, is the employee the problem, or is the
leader truly destructive? The latter question is difficult to address.

Regardless, it is the employees who must ultimately live with the consequences of their
own decisions, whether or not it is based on a correct understanding of the situation. In this
paper, this challenge is handled by modeling the uncertainties associated with the decision-
making process; see Figure 2. The tension between the assumptions of the model and the
practical difficulty of applying it in real life (i.e., the fact that real-life decisions do not rest
upon mere mathematical calculations as shown in the decision tree) constitutes an inherent
problem which cannot be fully resolved in practice, since the employee would typically
need professional support to understand the situation in details. Nevertheless, the impact
of this issue has been numerically captured by incorporating uncertainty distributions into
the decision process to account for it numerically. Figure 3 therefore provides a realistic
estimate for the solution space.

It is therefore useful to revert back to the beginning—complexity theory. Experience
seems to indicate that the larger the organizational system, the more complex and basically
the more difficult it is to change. For example, at the inter-governmental level there are over
250,000 international treaties that aim to foster global cooperation, but they mostly fail to
produce their intended effects, and some are even counter-effective [74]. At the corporate
level, 70% of change initiatives fail [75]. The average organization has undergone five major
changes, yet only 34% of those initiatives are successful [76]. The list is long of failures,
including the largely negative responses from the global survey [73] just mentioned, to
implement change in larger organizations of various sorts. Failure is more often the norm
than success. Gresham’s Law seems to abound everywhere.

The fact is that changing the direction for large organizations, whether they are gov-
ernments, multinational corporations, large projects and the like, is predicted by complexity
theory. The reason is that a CAS is governed by its attractor, and changing the attractor
requires that the system is brought to its current bifurcation/tipping point to undergo a
fundamental change of the system.

Unfortunately, there are no universally accepted definitions for attractors, but an
attractor can be defined as a subset of an abstract mathematical space called “phase space”
that describes a “dissipative dynamical system” by representing all possible states of the
system, with each possible state of the system corresponding to one unique point in the
phase space [77]. Furthermore, a dissipative dynamical system is characterized by the
presence of some sort of internal “friction” that tends to contract phase-space volume
elements and hence induce attractors. Therefore, an attractor can be thought of as the
long-term behavior of a CAS, and the attractor in this case has a name—Gresham’s Law.

In human societal systems, this finding is tantamount to suggesting that crises drive
human development. While that statement is too categorical, it is clear that “. . .crises,
despite their hardships, should be viewed as opportunities for personal and collective
development” [78]. Bringing large bodies of people to such a state in a planned fashion
is very difficult. Indeed, the myth of modernity, the idea of progress, is common but
ultimately related to materialism [79], but employee wellbeing is not necessarily related
to materialistic measures. The organizational system is also unlikely to prove useful due
to the conservatism driven by its attractor. Therefore, unless there are leaders able to deal
with the destructive leader, employees probably have to look for the solution themselves
more than in some external, positive intervention.

Ultimately, an employee’s understanding of the situation matters less than the fact that
they will have to live with the situation. What an employee must understand is that change
will be difficult. Next, the employee must ask himself whether or not providing knowledge
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about the case to the superior of the destructive leader would help the employee in dealing
with the destructive leader.

If the answer to that question is positive, the employee should seek to thoroughly
document the situation and then provide the documentation to the superior of the de-
structive leader. In the simplest case, the situation could be a misunderstanding, and the
employee should therefore approach the matter with care. If the employee is unsure about
the outcome of such an approach, or fear the answer is negative, the employee should
consider leaving the organization or seek another position within the organization unless
there are other compelling reasons for staying. Such compelling reasons include bad labor
market conditions, high economic dependency, pension rights, psychological safety, and
specific cultural contexts.

By leaving the organization, the employee sends a strong signal. Unfortunately, exit is
perhaps the only trustworthy resolution of the risk of an employee incorrectly labeling a
leader as a destructive leader. By leaving, the employee sends the signal that the situation
is unbearable, which must be true for the employee whether the situation is interpreted in
one way or the other. The employee must, of course, weigh the strength of the messaging
against the cost of messaging. Leaving can be a drastic choice and must be weighed up
against other compelling reasons for staying. The simple exploratory modeling performed
here cannot resolve such issues. The positive aspect with such exploratory modeling,
however, is that the employee can infer their own conclusions given the baseline provided
by the modeling. The baseline modeling indicates that the odds of a good outcome are
low (25% deterministically) and that leaving is a rational choice—but the employee must
always keep in mind that it is not the only choice.

For the organization, a good exit interview will therefore be critical to learn and un-
derstand whether or not they do have a destructive leader at hand. Therefore, a competent
and independent HR department is needed for the organization to deal with destructive
leaders, since others that are directly involved in the situation could arguably suffer from
biases, agendas and more.

The superior of the destructive leader must ultimately trust other people’s experience
since the destructive leader in question is only experienced firsthand from the perspective
of an employee. The perspective of the superior is more difficult to address if HR cannot
perform a very good exit interview. This perspective of choice remains a future topic to
address. This paper addresses the employee perspective.

5. Conclusions
This paper has demonstrated that, despite the good intensions that organizations

abound with, handling destructive leaders boils down to whether or not their superior
leader and independent and competent HR professionals can/will take active measures to
resolve the situation. Otherwise, there is a significant risk that Gresham’s Law will rule. If
employees believe that the superior leader has been made aware of the situation and will
handle the situation well, they should provide the documentation necessary. Unfortunately,
prior survey results in the literature indicate that the capabilities of organizations as systems
in dealing with destructive leadership are close to the same efficacy as suggested by the
random choice model presented here, i.e., on average, 25% probability for a positive
outcome for the employee. Therefore, in lieu of active leadership, modeling in this paper
suggests that the chance of a good outcome is low, which makes considering leaving the
organization a rational choice for an employee encountering a destructive leader.
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