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Abstract
In biomedical organizations, the interaction between destructive leadership, susceptible
employees, and supportive environments can result in toxic workplaces, leading to significant
financial losses annually and disproportionately impacting vulnerable groups. While most
research has concentrated on leadership and organizational culture, the influence of employee
behavior within corruption remains less thoroughly examined. The problem to be addressed in
this study was the need to better understand why certain employees become cooperative
followers of corrupt leaders within biomedical corporations. This qualitative, interpretative
phenomenological analysis examined the intricate lived experiences of seven former employees
from a major private biomedical corporation prosecuted by the U.S. Department of Justice for
corrupt practices. Utilizing semi-structured interviews and triangulation from public interviews
and recorded depositions, the study sought to understand factors such as relational identification
with leadership, collective identity, value alignment with leadership and group norms, and
behavioral adaptation. Thematic coding and iterative analysis revealed that employees who
supported unethical activities within biomedical firms exhibited diminished recognition of
ethical dilemmas (moral insensitivity), experienced moral fatigue, and showed frequent negative
emotions, potentially intensifying conforming behaviors. The lived experiences of employees
reflected the influence of social identification with a leader during unethical dilemmas.
Participants’ accounts were consistent with the dual agency model of identity leadership and
engaged followership, which served as the study’s theoretical framework. Notably, the research
identified the critical role of identification not only with leadership but also among colleagues in
promoting engaged followership. Team cohesion and connection contributed to supervisors'

motivation to remain in ethically challenging environments, often as a means of safeguarding
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their teams. Additionally, the concept of impresarioship was broadened to include perceptions of
success independent of objective outcomes. Recommendations for practice and future research
address strategies to protect employees against susceptible followership and explore how the
dimensions of identification with leadership interact with evaluations of leadership effectiveness
or serve as protection from destructive leadership. This research provides valuable insights into
employees' roles as followers within workplaces shaped by destructive leadership and cultures
prone to unethical conduct, which are risks relevant to any organization lacking robust

governance and safeguards.
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Chapter 1: Introduction

Toxic or corrupt workplace environments pose various global and organizational risks.
Organizational scholars disagree on a single definition of corruption (Garcia, 2019). Many
scholars use Transparency International’s definition as “the abuse of entrusted power for private
gain” (Transparency International, 2016, p. 5). Bauhr (2012) divided corruption based on its
motivation into need or greed corruption. The World Bank Group (2023) recognized various
forms of corruption, including service providers’ hidden misdeeds and highly publicized
unethical acts of governmental and private organizations. Corporate corruption, in particular,
persists because firms gain financial benefits (Ferris et al., 2021) despite the threat of penalties,
hefty fines, and wide-ranging deleterious effects on society (Garrett, 2014).

Quantifying the impact of corruption is also challenging to define due to its complex,
hidden, and potentially criminal nature (Sommersguter-Reichmann & Reichmann, 2024).
Corporate corruption harms society at large and can hinder political and economic development
(Bai et al., 2024). Corruption can erode societal trust in corporate regulation (Dorfleitner et al.,
2022), consumer safety (Al-Zogbi et al., 2019), and worldwide financial security (Prechel, 2022).
Corporate corruption threatens global health through food insecurity, unequal access, and
environmental damage (Demeshko et al., 2024).

The healthcare sector is consistently considered one of the most corrupt industries in the
world (Organisation for Economic Cooperation Development, 2017; U.N. Office of the High
Commissioner for Human Rights, 2017). Informal payments, improper fiduciary relationships,
fraud, the production of counterfeit medical supplies, mismanagement, theft, and the diversion of
resources are the most common types of corrupt activities in the industry (Glynn, 2022). In fiscal

year 2025, the United States government won or negotiated over $6.8 billion in health-related



fraud (U.S. Department of Justice, 2026). Shrank et al. (2019) calculated that between $365—
$425 billion is wasted in the United States yearly in corrupt waste in healthcare. However, the
impacts of corruption on public health are incalculable, as they include harm up to and including
death (Garcia, 2019). Moreover, corruption within the health sector disproportionately affects
vulnerable populations, especially women, children, and impoverished people (Al Qudah et al.,
2025; Hossain et al., 2010).

Given the scale of corruption, Transparency International (2016) created a global
program focused on decreasing corruption in the pharmaceutical and healthcare sectors. The
program focuses on corrupt practices and potential improvements within pharmaceutical research
and development, manufacturing, registration, marketing, procurement, and distribution, as they
are particularly susceptible to unethical activity. The program highlights a dearth of “data and
understanding of corruption” (p. 28) as a key challenge in addressing biomedical corruption. The
biomedical industry provides biotechnological, pharmaceutical, and diagnostic research,
development, manufacturing, and distribution with the objective of improving healthcare (U. S.
Office of Management and Budget, 2022). The sector is highly complex, characterized by power
inequalities, market uncertainties, and a mixture of public and private entities with varying
motives (Mackey et al., 2016). These factors make the field highly vulnerable to corruption.
Anti-corruption actions typically focus on detecting and controlling corruption. Based on the
current literature, there is a scarcity of stakeholders dedicated to preventing corruption from
occurring.

Unethical culture, immoral management, unjust decision-making, and unhealthy
employee interactions are some of the factors that contribute to the evolution of toxic

organizations that carry out corruption (Akinyele & Chen, 2025; Botez & Cotet, 2021). Despite



leaders often assuming responsibility in the wake of corporate scandals, organizations do not
become toxic through leadership alone (Almeida et al., 2021; Gandolfi & Stone, 2022; Guedes
Almeida et al., 2021; Mergen & Ozbilgin, 2021; Thoroughgood et al., 2018). Padilla et al. (2007)
surmised that leaders, followers, and environmental factors converge to allow such toxicity.
Likewise, Uhl-Bien and colleagues (2014) recognized that toxic organizations result from a
process co-created by leaders, followers, and the conditions.

Although employees play a crucial role in toxic corporate activities, researchers have
predominantly focused on leadership and organizational culture for decades while only recently
starting to study followership (Matshoba-Ramuedzisi et al., 2022). Employees can, and do,
cooperate in unethical behavior that benefits the organization or their leader (Almeida et al.,
2021; Mesdaghinia et al., 2019). The researchers identified this as unethical follower behavior
(UFB). Followers participate in UFB by conforming to avoid conflict (Almeida et al., 2021) or
colluding to support what they perceive to be a just or virtuous cause (Haslam & Reicher, 2017;
Tourish & Willmott, 2023). Cooperative followers play a vital role in corruption by actively
executing or not reporting an overall scheme (Tourish & Willmott, 2023). Based on a follower’s
motivations, recognition of power, level of resistance, and other characteristics, conformers can
be further categorized into authoritarians, lost souls, and bystanders (Thoroughgood et al., 2012).
At the same time, colluders can be regarded as acolytes or opportunists.

Social identity theory (SIT) of leadership (Hogg et al., 2012) demonstrates that leaders
impact followers through their alignment of shared values, trust, fairness, and clear
communication. Lee (2023) determined that employees who identify strongly with their leaders
are likely to perform unethical acts to benefit them. Moreover, Ishaq et al. (2023) found that

employees who identify more strongly with their leaders than with their organizations are more



likely to exhibit unethical behavior that hurts the organization. In recognition of the co-creation
of leader-follower impact, Haslam et al. (2023) proposed a dual-agency model of identity
leadership and engaged followership (DAMILEF). The authors stated that these co-creative
efforts can produce a “world-changing social force” (p. 2). Therefore, the authors called for
future research to theoretically inform the destructive activity co-created by followers and
leaders and grounded in social identification.
Statement of the Problem

The problem addressed in this study was the need to better understand why certain
employees become cooperative followers of corrupt leaders within biomedical corporations. The
healthcare sector is consistently considered to be one of the most corrupt industries in the world
(Organisation for Economic Cooperation Development, 2017). Transparency International
(2016) identifies the paucity of data about corruption as a major challenge in addressing
biomedical corruption. Complicit employees are required to execute corporate corruption
successfully (Mawritz et al., 2023; Padilla et al., 2007). Without a better understanding of
cooperative followers, efforts to prevent corruption will fail, and corrupt organizations will
continue to have a widespread impact (Somers, 2022; Zeng et al., 2023). Society at large will
continue to be harmed through threats to public health (Sommersguter-Reichmann &
Reichmann, 2024) with vulnerable populations disproportionally hurt (Al Qudah et al., 2025).

Research has primarily focused on leadership and corporate culture, leaving the third
crucial element, the role of employees in corruption, less understood (Matshoba-Ramuedzisi et
al., 2022). Researchers have called for more studies about the influences on employee behavior
as cooperative followers. Steele et al. (2024) noted the limitations in employees' sensemaking of

unethical dilemmas. Yang et al. (2022) recommended studying morality-based emotions and



thinking to understand unethical follower behavior in the workplace. Mesdaghinia et al. (2023)
suggested examining factors mediating employee behavior in response to immoral leader
requests. Haslam et al. (2023) called for further research on the destructive activities co-created
by followers and leaders, grounded in social identification.
Purpose of the Study

The purpose of this qualitative, phenomenological study was to explore how the lived
experiences of United States-based employees who socially identify with their leadership are
influenced within a corrupt corporation. An interpretative phenomenological analysis (IPA)
design was used to explore employees’ complex lived experiences (Farrell, 2020) during their
involvement in unethical activity at their employer’s behest. Semi-structured interviews were
conducted with former employees of a biomedical corporation recognized for corrupt practices. |
found participants through purposive sampling (Smith et al., 2022). Snowball sampling was
attempted, but no participants were recruited in this manner. I gathered qualitative data by
exploring about seven employees’ descriptions of their involvement in fraudulent activity,
including leadership cues and their related emotional, cognitive, and behavioral responses. I
assessed employee transcripts from public interviews and court testimony as secondary data
sources to promote triangulation (Bloomberg, 2023). Hermeneutic analysis was used to identify
patterns and themes of the employees’ experiences.
Introduction to Framework

The leadership process framework is a constructivist approach used to investigate
followership (Uhl-Bien et al., 2014), and it was used in the current study as a foundation of the
dual-agency model of identity leadership and engaged followership. This framework was

referred to as DAMILEF for this dissertation. The social process and dynamic interactions



between leaders and followers are the foundation of the constructivist perspective. One of the

core tenets of the leadership process is that leaders and followers “co-create leadership and its

outcomes” (p. 99). To further explain this co-creation of outcomes, Haslam et al. (2019)

proposed DAMILEF. As shown in Figure 1, the model presents that IL and EF are based on a

shared social identity and cyclically build upon each other.
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Note. Adapted from “Rethinking the Nature of Cruelty: The Role of Identity Leadership in the

Stanford Prison Experiment,” by S. A. Haslam, S. D. Reicher, & J. J. Van Bavel, 2019, American

Psychologist, 74(7), p. 819. (https://doi.org/10.1037/amp0000443). Copyright 2019 by American

Psychological Association.
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IL is characterized by four tenets: identity prototypicality, identity advancement, identity
entrepreneurship, and identity impresarioship (Steffens, Haslam, Reicher, et al., 2014). The
leader must represent the core ingroup, focus on the group's needs, and actively work towards
those goals. The leader actively represents themself as prototypical of the group and brandishes
their ideas and actions as the manifestation of the group’s beliefs (Figure 1). Lastly, the leader is
an impresario of the group identity, guiding, but not directing, followers’ actions to transform
group value-driven visions into reality. EF is described as a state of being in which followers
actively identify with a leader and their objectives and take action to work toward these goals
(Reicher et al., 2012). Engaged followers embrace the shared social identity, understand the
group objectives, and creatively and eagerly act to achieve these goals (Haslam, Steffens, et al.,
2019).

Uhl-Bien and colleagues (2014) acknowledged that there cannot be leaders without
followers, also known as employees (or former employees). This study investigated employees
who participated in corrupt activities as followers. Examining the lived experiences of
employees who socially identify with their leadership to co-create outcomes within corrupt
corporations was the foundation of this study. During the interviews, participants were asked
semi-structured, open-ended questions about their relationships with managers and corporate
leaders, as well as their actions and perceptions of unethical activity within their workplace. I
gained insight into the IL and EF within a corrupt workplace from these interviews.

Phenomenology focuses on understanding people’s lived experiences from their

bANT3

perspective (Faulkner & Faulkner, 2019), which are defined as the participants’ “perceptions,
thoughts, ideas, and experiences” (pp. 30-31). Hermeneutic phenomenology is a form of

constructivist research (Laverty, 2003) based in the social construction of experiences.



Hermeneutics supports the ontological construct that multiple realities are possible when viewed
through the lens of the participant. According to Bloomberg (2023), “the theoretical framework
for phenomenological research is always phenomenology” (p. 90). Phenomenology is both a
philosophical framework and a research method, and it is well-suited to produce the rich
qualitative data necessary to understand the complexities of followership within a corrupt
organization. Moreover, the study answered Uhl-Bien and colleagues’ (2014) call for qualitative
research to explore the nature of the leadership process framework effectively.

Introduction to Research Methodology and Design

Qualitative research allows investigators to explore complex data in a deep manner (Yin,
2015) while examining the interplay of constructs that make up reality (Bloomberg, 2023). The
research aimed to increase understanding of the behavior, thoughts, perceptions, and emotions of
employees who cooperate with corrupt leaders. Qualitative research concentrates on such
intricacies and complexity (Smith et al., 2022).

According to Smith (2011), phenomenology is a qualitative research approach that seeks
to understand and describe the lived experiences of individuals. Interpretive phenomenological
analysis (IPA) was the design for this study. There are three foundations of IPA: (a) it is rooted
in traditional phenomenology, focusing on the lived experience from the participant’s
perspective; (b) the lived experience is analyzed and interpreted in the hermeneutic tradition; and
(c) it is idiographic. In this study, hermeneutics was applied to participant interview transcripts
and existing testimony and interviews of former employees. With its hallmark double
hermeneutic objective (Smith et al., 2022), IPA aligns well with understanding how employees

make sense of unethical dilemmas.



Data were collected primarily through semi-structured interviews of participants recruited
through LinkedIn. According to the subject's preference, interviews were conducted over the
telephone or via video teleconference (Heath et al., 2018). The sample size was expected to be
less than 10 interviewees or until data saturation was reached (Moser & Korstjens, 2018). To
achieve triangulation and bolster trustworthiness (Bloomberg, 2023), other additional data
sources were also used (Billups, 2021). Data were collected from transcribed testimony from
court trials and public employee interviews and documentation from the U.S. Department of
Justice and the U.S. Securities and Exchange Commission.

Three-phased analysis is a key feature of IPA (Miller et al., 2018). The data first
underwent descriptive analysis to identify patterns and themes of each employee’s lived
experiences in their specific situation. Then, cross-subject analysis occurred. Finally, the lived
experiences were interpreted through a hermeneutic lens. This research assessed a combination
of divergence and convergence across respondents. In other words, the uniqueness of each case
was retained while synthesizing patterns across them (Smith & Nizza, 2022).

Research Questions

Transparency International (2016) identified the paucity of data about corruption as a
significant challenge in addressing biomedical corruption. Several authors have noted a need for
deep qualitative research (Gruda et al., 2023; Somers, 2022; Uhl-Bien et al., 2014) to understand
the underlying mechanisms of followership behavior. SIT (Hogg et al., 2012) presents that
leaders impact followers through their alignment of shared values, trust, fairness, and clear
communication. There have been calls for future research to increase understanding of the
impact of followers’ identification with unethical leaders (Haslam et al., 2022; Tourish &

Willmott, 2023). Some researchers have recommended further research into employees'
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sensemaking while cooperating with unethical leaders they identify with (Mesdaghinia et al.,
2023; Steele et al., 2024). Therefore, the following research questions were investigated.
RQ1

What are the lived experiences of employees within the United States who support
unethical activities in biomedical corporations?
RQ2

How do the lived experiences of employees in the United States reflect the influence of
social identification with a leader during unethical dilemmas in biomedical corporations?
Significance of the Study

Organizations do not become toxic through just one element of the toxic triangle, that is,
through leadership, followers, or environment (Thoroughgood et al., 2018). However, the focus
of research on destructive leadership (DL) (Somers, 2022; Zeng et al., 2023) and, to a lesser
extent, organizational culture (Di Stefano et al., 2019), has resulted in a comparative disparity of
theoretical and practical knowledge surrounding followership. This study helped address the
literature gap related to corporate followership.

Not everyone in an unhealthy organization is prone to the effects of destructive leaders;
some will voluntarily leave (Li et al., 2024), become whistleblowers (Oelrich & Chwolka, 2024),
or convert to noncompliance (Bandura et al., 1996). Cooperative followers must be studied to
elucidate the employee's lived experience and decision-making during corrupt activities.
Examining these susceptible followers from the colluder and conformer lens provided valuable
insight into their role in corrupt organizations. This insight increased the understanding of

followers’ emotional state, thinking, and, ultimately, their behavior in unethical situations.
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The role of an employee’s social identification with a leader is understood to be crucial in
EF (Haslam, Steffens, et al., 2019). DAMILEF has been generally applied to leadership in
politics and during crisis. Applying DAMILEF within the biomedical corporate sphere will
provide a novel perspective to an industry in which corruption is common, and the effects can be
highly detrimental. The learnings from this research can be applied to prevent or mitigate
complicit follower behavior that is necessary for unhealthy corporations to thrive.
Definitions of Key Terms
Biomedical

The biomedical industry provides biotechnological, pharmaceutical, and diagnostic
research, development, manufacturing, and distribution with the objective of improving
healthcare (U. S. Office of Management and Budget, 2022).
Corporate Corruption

Corporate corruption is a state and process characterized by the misuse of power by an
employee or representative with the goal of personal gain or advantage to the organization
(Castro et al., 2020).
Toxic Organization

A toxic organization is an institution in which the culture tolerates insidious and
ubiquitous “disruptive, destructive, exploitive, dysfunctional, and abusive” leadership behaviors
(Walton, 2008, p. 9).
Unethical Leadership

Unethical leadership is defined as “behaviors conducted and decisions made by

organizational leaders that are illegal and/or violate moral standards, and those that impose
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processes and structures that promote unethical conduct by followers” (Brown & Mitchell, 2010,
p. 588).
Summary

Toxic corporations can negatively affect society worldwide (Bai et al., 2024; Prechel,
2022). Biomedical firms can compromise public health, disproportionally affecting vulnerable
patients globally (Demeshko et al., 2024), despite the risks of billions of dollars in fines and
lawsuit settlements (Garrett, 2014). While leaders often take the blame after corporate scandals,
organizations do not become toxic through leadership alone (Almeida et al., 2021; Gandolfi &
Stone, 2022; Mergen & Ozbilgin, 2021; Page & Mgwenya, 2023). Toxic organizations are co-
created by leaders, followers, and the culture — the so-called toxic triangle (Thoroughgood et al.,
2018). Large-scale corruption is only possible with cooperative employees' help (Tourish &
Willmott, 2023), so understanding followers' complex roles in toxic organizations is necessary to
prevent corruption. Despite employees’ crucial role in toxic corporate activities, leadership and
organizational culture research has been prevalent for decades, while followership study is
relatively nascent (Matshoba-Ramuedzisi et al., 2022).

The study used a qualitative, interpretative phenomenological approach to analyze the
experiences of former employees of biomedical companies that engaged in or witnessed
unethical activities. These experiences were examined within the DAMILEF framework.
Applying DAMILEF within the biomedical corporate sphere will provide a novel perspective on
corruption within the industry. Deep insight into followers’ social identification with a leader and
experiences during unethical situations advanced knowledge of followership theory. Increased
knowledge potentially yielded more comprehensive prevention and mitigation of employee

participation in corrupt corporate activities, reducing its widespread impact.
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Chapter 2: Literature Review

This purpose of this study was to explore how the lived experiences of United States-
based employees who socially identify with their leadership are influenced within a corrupt
corporation. The healthcare sector is consistently considered one of the most corrupt industries in
the world (Organisation for Economic Cooperation Development, 2017). Transparency
International (2016) identified the paucity of data about corruption as a major challenge in
addressing biomedical corruption. The problem addressed in this study was the need to better
understand why certain employees become cooperative followers of corrupt leaders within
biomedical corporations.

Despite leaders often assuming responsibility in the wake of corporate scandals,
organizations do not become toxic through leadership alone (Almeida et al., 2021; Gandolfi &
Stone, 2022; Mergen & Ozbilgin, 2021; Page & Mgwenya, 2023; Thoroughgood et al., 2018).
According to the toxic triangle theory, to create destructive leadership (DL), there is “a
confluence of leader, follower, and environmental factors that make destructive leadership
possible” (Padilla et al., 2007, p. 176). All three parts are necessary. That is, a leader without
followers is not leading anyone. Toxic leaders cannot influence susceptible followers (SFs) in a
healthy environment. Moreover, a conducive environment will not turn toxic if the leaders and
followers within it do not take it in that direction.

DL does not have a single definition (Padilla et al., 2007). DL is regarded as a
phenomenon that is seldom wholly destructive and involves a coercive, controlling, leader-
centric orientation. Krasikova et al. (2013) added that destructive leaders damage organizations
by encouraging followers to engage in unethical actions. Destructive leadership may also

intentionally or accidentally harm followers and society at large (Gandolfi & Stone, 2022).
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Batchelor et al. (2023) added that DL comprises both acts of commission and omission. Finally,
Shaw et al. (2011) described four attributes of DL: (a) tyrannical behavior, such as arrogance,
obstinance, and meanness; (b) laziness or incompetence; (c) high emotionality, including
compulsivity and lack of self-control; and (d) carelessness or emotionally unintelligent
interactions in the workplace.

DL is recognized as both a process and an outcome that requires three components
(Padilla et al., 2007). A healthy organizational culture discourages DL by encouraging whistle-
blowing and promoting ethical and fair processes (Thoroughgood et al., 2012). However, certain
situations become conducive to DL due to instability, perceptions of threat, cultural tendencies,
and the absence of checks and balances (Padilla et al., 2007). Research on DL has focused on
leadership (Somers, 2022; Zeng et al., 2023) and, to a lesser extent, organizational culture (Di
Stefano et al., 2019), resulting in a comparative disparity of theoretical and practical knowledge
surrounding susceptible followership, the third crucial element of DL. Complicit employees are
required to execute corporate corruption successfully (Mawritz et al., 2023; Padilla et al., 2007).
Without a better understanding of cooperative followers, efforts to prevent corruption will fail,
and corrupt organizations will continue to have a widespread impact (Somers, 2022; Zeng et al.,
2023).

Not everyone in an unhealthy organization is prone to the effects of destructive leaders;
some will voluntarily leave (Li et al., 2024), become whistleblowers (Oelrich & Chwolka, 2024),
or convert to noncompliance (Bandura, 1999). However, some employees can, and do, cooperate
in unethical behavior that benefits the organization or their leader (Almeida et al., 2021;

Mesdaghinia et al., 2019). The researchers identified this as unethical follower behavior (UFB).
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Cooperative followers play a vital role in corruption by actively executing or not reporting an
overall scheme (Tourish & Willmott, 2023).

SFs can be categorized according to their alignment with DL into conformers and
colluders (Padilla et al., 2007). Conformers follow out of fear (Padilla et al., 2007) or to avoid
conflict (Almeida et al., 2021). Conformers fear their destructive leaders and comply with them
to avoid the consequences of not doing so. Based on a follower’s motivations, recognition of
power, level of resistance, and other characteristics, conformers can be further categorized into
authoritarians, lost souls, and bystanders (Thoroughgood et al., 2012). In contrast, colluders
deliberately engage with their unethical leaders. Colluders may align for personal gain (Padilla et
al., 2007) or to support what they perceive to be a just or virtuous cause (Haslam & Reicher,
2017; Tourish & Willmott, 2023). Colluders can be further defined as acolytes or opportunists
(Thoroughgood et al., 2012).

Freud (as cited in Kernberg, 2020) described the changes that can occur within a large
group led by DL. These shifts include (a) reduced individual judgment and rational thinking; (b)
a sense of power based on mass, mutual identification with others; (c) identification with a
powerful leader who is idolized or feared; (d) reliance on the leader to make decisions and
release from that responsibility; and (e) release from the consequences of their actions and moral
constraints. Volkan (2004, as cited in Kernberg, 2020) expanded these theories and coined the
phrase large group regression to describe the phenomena. This regression includes rallying
around a destructive leader, thoughtlessly following their lead, and creating strong in and out-
groups to protect against perceived threats.

Haslam and Reicher (2012) deemed followers’ identification with leadership or a

virtuous cause as engaged followership (EF) and identified this identification as a source of
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tyrannical behaviors. The authors later evolved their work into a dual agency model of identity
leadership and EF (DAMILEF). This literature review begins by describing the two theoretical
frameworks of the study: DAMILEF and phenomenology. The DAMILEF framework served as
the primary framework for the investigation. Phenomenology, both a philosophical framework
and research method, produces rich qualitative data (Bloomberg, 2023) essential to
understanding followership in corrupt organizations. The chapter continues by exploring
followership theory and typology, then defining corporate corruption, examining it within the
biomedical industry, and reviewing the factors enabling corruption. The chapter proceeds with a
review of followers as one of those key factors. Finally, unethical follower behavior and its
antecedents are discussed through various perspectives, including social, cognitive and moral
lenses.
Documentation

This literature review is based on the current and seminal research on corporate
corruption, organizational leadership, and followership behavior. Since October of 2023, I have
used the National University NavigatorSearch engine (formerly Roadrunner) to search the
following databases: APA PsyclInfo, Business Source Complete, Credo Reference, Directory of
Open Access Journals, Ebook Central, EBSCOhost Databases, Emerald Insight, Gale,
HeinOnline, Nexis Uni, ProQuest Central, ProQuest Dissertations & Theses, SAGE Journals,
SAGE Knowledge, ScienceDirect, SpringerLink, Statista, Taylor & Francis Online, Web of
Knowledge, Wiley Online Library. Google Scholar was also utilized. The following is a list of
the key search terms: leader, destructive leadership, tyranical leadership, authoritarian
leadership, identity leadership, prototypicality, toxic triangle, obedience, ethical decision-

making, workplace deviant behavior follower, engaged followership, unethical, susceptible,
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collusion, complicit, cognitive dissonance, moral disengagement, moral fatigue, organization,
corporate, corruption, healthcare, biomedical, pharmaceutical, leader-member exchange, social
identity, phenomenology, and integrative phenomenological analysis. Appendix A contains
additional details about the literature search terms.

I used Web of Science and the Google Scholar “cited by” feature to identify work related
to seminal research, locate articles published more than five years ago, and monitor newly
published work citing essential articles. I conducted searches by reading articles and examining
relevant references cited within the articles. I prioritized peer-reviewed publications but included
gray literature, such as government reports or investigative findings, and trade publications, such
as Harvard Business Review, to thoroughly examine the literature. I accessed unavailable
publications through the inter-library loan processes at National University and my local public
library. I used a combination of Microsoft Excel, National University Library NavigatorSearch’s
student folders, RefWorks and Zotero to manage the search strategy, saved searches, saved
alerts, tagging, and citations.

Framework

The dissertation's theoretical framework guides the investigation from start to finish and
provides a foundation for the problem statement, purpose statement, and research questions
(Bloomberg, 2023). The theoretical framework bolsters the significance of the work within its
discipline, provides a perspective to analyze data, and offers assumptions and boundaries for the
interpretation of findings. The study was guided by two theoretical frameworks: DAMILEF and

phenomenology.
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Dual Agency Model of Identity Leadership And Engaged Followership (DAMILEF)

A person’s agency, aligned with the construct of free will, is their capability to think,
feel, and behave on their own accord (Wilson & Chace, 2024). Agency can occur at an
individual level and be combined into group action. Followers traditionally have been
stereotyped as passive subordinates (Orzolek, 2020) who carry out duties according to a leader’s
whims (Uhl-Bien et al., 2014) or mindlessly obey orders (Milgram, 1963; Zimbardo et al., 1971).
However, this obedience to authority model has been reassessed (Haslam & Reicher, 2012,
2017). These researchers acknowledged the follower’s agency as a crucial determinant of their
behavior, which is mediated by identifying with the authority figure and their noble cause.

Uhl-Bien and colleagues (2014) created the leadership process framework as a
constructivist approach to investigate followership. The social process and dynamic interactions
between leaders and followers are the foundations of the constructivist perspective. One of the
core tenets of the leadership process is that leaders and followers “co-create leadership and its
outcomes” (p. 99). To further explain this co-creation of outcomes, Haslam et al. (2019)
proposed DAMILEF. As shown in Figure 1, the DAMILEF presents that IL and EF are based on
a shared social identity and cyclically build upon each other.

Identity Leadership and Engaged Followership. IL is a social influence process
focused on a leader “representing, promoting, crafting, and embedding followers’ group identity”
(Milesi, 2022, p. 886). To foster IL, leaders typically apply four approaches: identity
prototypicality, identity advancement, identity entrepreneurship, and identity impresarioship
(Steffens, Haslam, & Reicher, 2014). The leader must represent the core ingroup, focus on the
group's needs, and actively work towards those goals. The leader actively represents themself as

prototypical of the group and brandishes their ideas and actions as the manifestation of the
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group’s beliefs (Figure 1). Lastly, the leader is an impresario of the group identity, guiding, but
not directing, followers’ actions to transform group value-driven visions into reality. The four
principles of IL are empirically distinct (Milesi, 2022), with identity entrepreneurship being the
most strongly associated with group identification.

EF is described as a state in which followers actively identify with a leader and their
vision and take action to achieve these goals (Reicher et al., 2012). Engaged followers embrace
the shared social identity, understand the group objectives, and creatively and eagerly act to
achieve these goals (Haslam, Reicher, et al., 2019). Individuals who exercise their free will to
engage in activities experience a sense of autonomy and related intrinsic motivation (Peyton et
al., 2019). Engaged followers are more likely to actively participate in achieving particular
outcomes and may act to dissuade a leader who attempts to pursue paths that are opposite the
organizational goals (Matshoba-Ramuedzisi et al., 2022).

IL can also have positive influences in the workplace. For example, IL has been shown to
positively correlate with team resilience and performance (Fransen et al., 2020). The IL element
of entrepreneurship reduces employee turnover intention (Steffens et al., 2018), burnout, and
loneliness at work (Krug et al., 2021). Moreover, Krug et al. (2021) and Steffens et al. (2018)
also found that entrepreneurship elevates job satisfaction.

However, there can be drawbacks to IL and EF. Reicher et al. (2012) found that
identification with a leader strongly predicts obedient behavior, albeit amid moral discord.
Despite this conflict, the study participants often chose to carry out unethical orders because of
their identification with an authority figure or to advance a noble cause. Milesi (2022) found that
EFs may seek IL so vigorously that they will accept or even augment a toxic workplace.

Batchelor et al. (2023) found that the IL components of prototypicality, entrepreneurship, and
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impresarioship correlated positively with overly emotional DL. Likewise, prototypicality
increases followership and a person’s obedience, even in situations a one finds aversive, if they
believe their actions are advancing a noble cause (Birney et al., 2023).

Social Identity Approach to Leadership. The social identity approach to leadership
combines two theories: social identity theory (SIT) and social categorization theory (SCT)
(Steffens, Haslam, & Reicher, 2014). Social identity refers to the aspects of a person’s self-
concept defined by the groups they consider themselves to be part of (Tajfel, 1975). A central
assumption of SIT is that people in social situations identify themselves both as individuals and
as members of one or more groups. Individuals evaluate the groups they identify with by
comparing their associations to other groups, and they want their in-group to be distinct from
other groups in a positive way (Tajfel & Turner, 2010). Since people aspire for a positive self-
image, if one’s social identity is unsatisfactory, the person will leave the group or attempt to
change the group’s characteristics.

SCT refers to a combination of three assessments individuals perform to understand their
social identity: social categorization, social comparison, and social identification (Tajfel &
Turner, 2010). Social categorization is a method by which individuals group people based on
relatively stable characteristics (Ellemers et al., 2004). Group members impose social categories
with meaning in a process called social categorization. Categorization typically results in
understanding how groups are separated, and differences may vary between situations. Social
identification is how someone recognizes themselves as a group representative (Ashforth &
Anand, 2003). Once identified with a group, people may model their actions or embrace beliefs
according to the group’s guidelines. Most people identify with various groups, so individuals

may adopt multiple identities depending on the circumstance.
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Scholars argue that social identification within a group is crucial for the existence of
leadership and followership (Ellemers et al., 2004). Social identification promotes group
cohesion and cooperation (Ashforth & Mael, 1989). A sense of belonging within the workplace
increases employee satisfaction, engagement, and loyalty (Mumcu, 2024). Individuals who see
themselves as group members work towards collective goals (Haslam & Reicher, 2016).
Additionally, identification with a group is maintained through group successes and failures. As
an approach to leadership, IL allows leaders to foster social identification within a group by
embodying the group identity (Haslam, Steffens, et al., 2019).

Justification of the DAMILEF Theoretical Framework. DAMILEF has been applied
to understanding conformity, obedience, political leadership, and corporate scandal. The model
has been used to describe the effectiveness of Franklin Delano Roosevelt’s progressive
Republicanism and Nelson Mandela’s anti-apartheid movement in South Africa (Haslam &
Reicher, 2016). Haslam and Reicher (2012) applied DAMILEEF to the commission of atrocities
by World War II Nazis. The model has been used to describe the 2021 assault on the U.S.
Capitol (Haslam et al., 2023). Uysal et al. (2022) used DAMILEF as a foundation for their
integrative social model of populist leadership to study populism. Finally, Birney et al. (2024)
argued that DAMILEF could help explain the corporate scandals of Enron’s collapse,
Volkswagen’s emissions-test fraud, and NewsCorp’s hacking and bribery practices. Applying
DAMILEF within the biomedical corporate sphere will provide a novel perspective to an
industry where corruption is common, and the effects can be highly detrimental.

The fields of leadership and followership are vast but cannot be studied independently, as
there cannot be leaders without followers (Uhl-Bien et al., 2014). The DAMILEF theoretical

framework allows the exploration of followers and how their life experiences are influenced by
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leadership from a social identity lens. However, cognitive and moral perspectives are often
interwoven with social identity, so they were examined within that context in the current study.
Other followership frameworks could have also been applied unilaterally. One alternative was
the morality-based framework built on moral awareness, moral dissonance, and moral
disengagement to describe why followers remain loyal to or leave toxic leaders (Mergen &
Ozbilgin, 2021). Social influence theory was another possible framework. This theory can be
used to understand that when people engage in unethical behavior, their peers are likelier to do
the same (Wetmiller, 2022).

Follower characteristics are also important, as destructive leaders target susceptible
followers predominantly based on their performance instead of their personalities (Mackey,
2021). Once a relationship is established, the follower plays an essential role in maintaining and
growing the toxic leader’s impact. Constructs such as followers’ self-concept (Zeng et al., 2023),
self-esteem (Mercadante et al., 2023), and personality traits (Batchelor et al., 2023; Gruda et al.,
2023) may exacerbate or impede the growth of toxicity. These frameworks may be revisited
during the analysis and interpretation of results.

Phenomenology

Phenomenology is a qualitative research approach and theoretical framework that seeks
to understand and describe the lived experiences of individuals (Bloomberg, 2023). According to
Bloomberg, “the theoretical framework for phenomenological research is always
phenomenology” (p. 90). Phenomenology focuses on understanding peoples’ lived experiences
from their perspective (Faulkner & Faulkner, 2019), which are defined as the participants’
“perceptions, thoughts, ideas, and experiences” (p. 30-31). Interpretive phenomenological

analysis (IPA) is the type of phenomenology that was used as one of the frameworks of the
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current study. According to Smith (2011), there are three foundations of IPA: (a) IPA is rooted in
traditional phenomenology, focusing on the lived experience from the participant’s perspective;
(b) the lived experience is analyzed and interpreted in the hermeneutic tradition; and (c) IPA is
idiographic.

In the early 1900s, traditional phenomenology emerged when the philosopher and
scientist Edmund Husserl defined phenomenology as a careful, deliberate, and descriptive
identifying the essential characteristics of an experience, those qualities would transcend a
specific circumstance and might offer insights into the similar experiences others have. Husserl
described the intentional assessment of experience as a phenomenological attitude. Husserl used
the techniques of bracketing and eidetic reduction to separate everyday distractions and
preconceptions to elucidate the essence of an experience (Londen et al., 2023).

As a student of Husserl, Martin Heidegger separated himself from his teacher by focusing
on interpreting experience rather than describing events (Smith et al., 2022). Heidegger defined
phenomenology in terms of hermeneutics, the theory of interpretation. For Heidegger (1962),
phenomenology was a method, rather than a philosophy, used to understand the state of being,
which he called Dasein. Dasein is inherently temporal; an individual is situated in the present but
influenced by the past and anticipation of the future. Moreover, people are immersed in a world
of culture, values, and objects influencing their experiences. When interpreting experiences,
Heidegger acknowledged that our preconceptions cannot be fully decoupled from our
interpretation of an experience (Smith, 2011). Heidegger promoted the focus on the phenomenon
being studied while interrogating prior experience and assumption to detect the manifest and

latent attributes of experience.
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Expanding the construct of interpretation, IPA applies a “double hermeneutic, whereby
the researcher is trying to make sense of the participant making sense of their experiences”
(Smith & Nizza, 2022, p. 133). A type of non-linear, reflexive logic known as the hermeneutic
circle is a hallmark of IPA. The hermeneutic circle represents the concept that to comprehend
any part of an experience, one must see the whole, and to understand the comprehensive, one
must know the parts. IPA is also idiographic, focusing on each participant or case. The
researcher seeks to deeply understand a person’s experience in a specific circumstance.
However, the investigator also acknowledges that phenomenoma are rarely unique to one person.
IPA supports the ontological construct that multiple realities are possible when viewed through
the lens of the participant (Harrison, 2023). Therefore, high-quality IPA studies combine
divergence and convergence (Smith & Nizza, 2022). In other words, the researcher must retain
the uniqueness of each case while synthesizing patterns across them.

As a foundation, IPA has been widely used in psychology, especially health, cognitive,
counseling, social, and educational psychology (Smith & Nizza, 2022). However, the IPA
founders encourage its use in more disciplines and promote it for use anywhere researchers want
to understand the human experience. Like all frameworks, IPA has a few constraints that must be
considered. First, IPA relies on rich data, so the participant must feel comfortable and be
forthcoming. The research can only assume that the participant is honest in their responses.
Finally, the researcher never has direct access to a participant’s memories. Furthermore, the
narratives provided by the participant have already undergone a degree of interpretation by the

participant and should be investigated as such.
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Followership

Followership is a dual concept that cannot be separated from leadership. Kellerman
(2008) asserted that leaders and followers are intertwined that examining one without the other is
“pointless” (p. 60). Despite this interconnection, leadership research has been prevalent for
decades, while followership study is relatively nascent (Alegbeleye & Kaufman, 2020; Gallegos
et al., 2024; Matshoba-Ramuedzisi et al., 2022). Zawawi et al. (2024) maintained that
followership is a concept that cannot be separated from leadership, defining followership as the
attitudes and actions of “those who are involved with and work to assist leaders in accomplishing
organizational goals successfully” (p. 1295).
Followership Theory

Followership was studied initially and most understood based on implicit leadership
theories (Riggio et al., 2008). Implicit leadership theories suggest that followers recognize
leaders based on shared traits and behaviors, making leadership collaborative. Uhl-Bien et al.
(2014) recognized the lack of research focused on followership and defined followership theory
(FT) as “the study of the nature and impact of followers and following in the leadership process”
(p. 84). While describing FT, Uhl-Bien and colleagues defined two theoretical frameworks from
which followership can be studied: the leadership process (LP) and reversing the lens. These
perspectives allow examination of the follower’s role, characteristics, behavior, and outcomes.

The LP framework is a constructivist approach used to investigate the dynamic
interactions of leaders and followers that culminate in outcomes. The core tenets of the LP are
(a) roles can shift and (b) leaders and followers “co-create leadership and its outcomes” (Uhl-
Bien et al., 2014, p. 99). Reversing the lens focuses on exploring how followers see and portray

their roles. Instead of seeing leaders as the source of outcomes, this approach centers on the
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followers’ influence on outcomes through (a) characteristics like motivation, skills, emotions,
and role orientation; (b) behaviors like complying, supporting, resisting, and guiding; and (c)
followership outcomes at the individual, dyad, team, or organizational level.

As described briefly in the theoretical framework, SIT (Hogg et al., 2012) acknowledges
the interplay of leaders with followers. SIT presents that leaders impact followers by aligning
shared values, trust, fairness, and clear communication. A leader gains power and influence due
to their prototypicality of the group (Hogg, 2008). As followers identify with the group, they
conform to the group through depersonalization, which builds upon itself. As this progresses,
followers increasingly identify with the group and the leader.

Followership Typology

Since 1965, there have been at least four defined models of follower categorization.
Zaleznik described the importance of followership and pioneered the field (Kellerman, 2008).
Zaleznik was the first to categorize followers, although he focused on ineffective employees
rather than followers holistically. Using two criteria on a spectrum, submission versus
dominance and passivity versus activity, Zaleznik identified followers as withdrawn,
masochistic, compulsive, and impulsive.

Kelley was the first to target followers (rather than leaders) as readers of his work
(Kellerman, 2008). Kelley categorized followers into five types based on dimensions of critical
thinking and active engagement in the workplace. Kelley (1992) called these followership styles:
passive, conformist, alienated, pragmatic, and exemplary followers. Chaleff (1997) named five
dimensions of “courageous followership” (p. 4) based on two continua: the inclination to
challenge leadership and the level of support provided to leadership. Chaleff summarized these

dimensions as the courage to assume responsibility, courage to serve, courage to challenge,
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courage to participate in transformation, and courage to take moral action. The first four
dimensions happen within a group, while the last occurs outside the group. Based on these
courageous elements, Chaleff described four kinds of followers. Followers who support their
leadership are implementers and partners, while those who do not support their leadership are
deemed to be resources and individualists. Partners and individualists are likely to challenge
leaders, while implementers and resources are not. Kelley’s model is regarded as a foundational
theory of followership typology (Arshad et al., 2024).

Kellerman (2008) expanded on the Zaleznik, Kelley, and Chaleff models. Based on the
level of engagement with their leaders, Kellerman identified followers as isolators, bystanders,
participants, activists, and diehards. Kellerman describes leadership, followership, and context as
equal partners according to their influence on organizational outcomes. Kellerman went beyond
studying the interaction of leaders and followers in relation to organizational performance.
Kellerman posited that “bad” leadership (or followership) is ineffective, unethical, or both.
Kellerman contended that unimpeded “bad” leadership (followership) inevitably progresses to
“worse” leadership (followership) (Kellerman, 2024).

Corporate Corruption

There is no consensus about a single definition of corporate corruption (Garcia, 2019).
The term is so difficult to define that the United Nations (UN) lists activities indicating
corruption instead of trying to define the term (Gaitonde et al., 2016). Based on the UN’s
indicators, Gaitonde and colleagues defined corruption as “the abuse or complicity in abuse, of
public or private position, power or authority to benefit oneself, a group, an organisation [sic] or
others close to oneself; where the benefits may be financial, material, or non-material” (p. 10).

Glynn (2022) added that corruption may be legal or illegal, either civilly or criminally. There is
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agreement that corruption has broad-reaching impact and is a “scourge” that must be confronted
(Diagana & Diagne, 2023).

Quantifying the impact of corruption is challenging to define due to its complex, hidden,
and potentially criminal nature (Sommersguter-Reichmann & Reichmann, 2024). Corporate
corruption harms society at large in myriad ways, such as damaging social equality and the
environment (Demeshko et al., 2024). Corporate corruption threatens global health through food
insecurity, unequal access, and environmental damage (Demeshko et al., 2024). Corruption can
also hinder political and economic development (Bai et al., 2024) and democratic practices
(Bakir, 2020). Corruption can erode societal trust in corporate regulation (Dorfleitner et al.,
2022), consumer safety (Al-Zogbi et al., 2019), and global financial security (Prechel, 2022).

Corporate toxicity can also have deleterious effects on the organizations themselves. The
negative implications for employees’ physical and mental health are rampant under DL (Bakker
et al., 2014). Employees of unethical businesses reported statistically significant decreased job
satisfaction and engagement, increased stress-related time off, and a reluctance to share their
knowledge with colleagues (Guedes Almeida et al., 2021). Employees may engage in workplace
deviant behaviors that target their co-workers which include gossiping, excluding, and bullying.
Deviant behvaviors such as theft, sabotage, or destruction of property can also impact the
organization (Di Stefano et al., 2019). Employee engagement and organizational profitability are
directly linked (Harter et al., 2002) and suffer through reduced team cohesion, trust, and
employee commitment (Bang & Midelfart, 2017). Team effectiveness and productivity decrease
while turnover increases, impacting the bottom line (Al-Suraihi et al., 2021). Furthermore, many
of these conditions promote deviant behaviors, so the cycle continues (Zappala et al., 2022).

According to a global survey of over 75,000 employees in 42 countries, 65% observed ethical
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misconduct (a record high since 1994) (Ethics & Compliance Initiative, 2023). In the United
States alone, 53% reported unethical behavior, following a growth pattern since 2000.

Organizational scandals can take myriad forms, including financial misconduct, product
safety mistakes, intentional tampering, customer-relations problems, employee treatment, and
environmental debacles (Groysberg et al., 2016). Volkswagen conceded they had designed
software in order for passenger vehicles to release 40-times less dangerous emissions during
testing than when operating normally, costing the firm $14.7 billion in penalties (U.S.
Department of Justice, 2016). Kobe Steel plants admitted they fabricated their durability and
strength testing results, leading to global safety concerns from Boeing and Airbus to Nissan and
Toyota to Japan’s famous bullet trains (Al-Zogbi et al., 2019). After more than 20 fatalities and
240 injuries occurred, Takata was sentenced to one billion in penalties because the firm
knowingly concealed the failed test results of its safety airbags (U.S. Department of Justice,
2017).

Facebook was penalized $5 billion (U. S. Federal Trade Commission, 2019) for
providing user data to Cambridge Analytica, which then deployed manipulated algorithms to
influence the 2016 U.S. Presidential election and U.K. Brexit referendum (Bakir, 2020). In 2021,
Boeing settled with the U.S. Department of Justice for more than $2.5 billion for a conspiracy to
defraud the Federal Aviation Administration and aviation safety violations (U.S. Department of
Justice, 2021a). Recently, Futures Exchange, the world’s third largest cryptocurrency company,
was fined $12.7 billion for investor fraud (U.S. Department of Justice, 2024b). As a repeat
offender, Wells Fargo has paid $25 billion in fines since 2012 for five separate consumer
protection violations (U.S. Department of Justice, 2018, 2020a, 2022b; U.S. Department of

Treasury Comptroller of the Currency, 2013). These examples illustrate the financial risk
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corporations are willing to take and the broad reach of corruption, negatively impacting the
environment, public safety, democratic practice, and financial security, and society at large.
Corporate Corruption in the Biomedical Industry

This study focused on corruption in the healthcare industry. The healthcare sector is
consistently considered one of the most corrupt industries in the world (Organisation for
Economic Cooperation Development, 2017; U.N. Office of the High Commissioner for Human
Rights, 2017). Experts estimate that 10 to 25% of worldwide health expenditure is lost to
systemic, embedded corruption (Garcia, 2019). In the United States, one glaring example is the
opioid crisis that was fueled by aggressive marketing and misleading claims from the
pharmaceutical company Purdue Pharma, which falsely promoted opioids as safe and non-
addictive, leading to widespread overprescription and addiction (Gagnon, 2022). Purdue Pharma
pled guilty to fraud and kickback conspiracies, admitting to incentivizing and misleading
physicians to prescribe more opioids despite knowing the risks. Purdue Pharma paid $5.5 billion
in federal fines and criminal forfeiture (U.S. Department of Justice, 2020b).

In fiscal year 2025, the United States government won or negotiated over $6.8 billion in
health-related fraud (U.S. Department of Justice, 2026). Brooks (2024) confirms that corruption,
along with fraud, abuse, and error are significant drivers of healthcare costs. The latest calcuation
available calculated that between $365-$425 billion is wasted in the United States. yearly in
corrupt waste in healthcare (Shrank et al., 2019). However, the impacts of corruption on health
are incalculable, as they include harm up to and including death (Brooks, 2024; Garcia, 2019).

Corruption in healthcare can be studied by functional area, by the corruption typology,
and by the actors involved at the institutional or individual level. Figure 2 shows eight functional

areas of healthcare: (a) system governance, (b) system regulation, (c) research and development,
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(d) product marketing, (e) product procurement, (f) product distribution and storage, (g) financial
and workforce management, and (h) healthcare delivery (Transparency International, 2016).
Transparency International also defines six types of corruption in the healthcare industry:
improper relationships, theft and diversion of resources, fraud, informal payments, counterfeit
products. Glynn (2022) and Nair et al. (2017) distinguish four groups of actors which all impact
patient healthcare: policymakers, payors, suppliers, and providers. Figure 3 displays the types of
corruption in healthcare with the actors who are most involved in each category.

Figure 2

The Functional Areas of Healthcare
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Figure 3

Types of Corruption in Healthcare With the Actors Most Involved in Each
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Laws targeting fraud, abuse, and corruption are defined at the individual level
(Sommersguter-Reichmann & Reichmann, 2024). However, institutional corruption is typically
far more destructive (Thompson, 2013). Mungiu-Pippidi (2013) defined the causes of corruption
at an institutional level as the difference between opportunities and deterrents. Group or
community expectations and legal regulations are good deterrents. Garcia (2019) defined three
opportunities for corruption in healthcare: the inequal power dynamic between providers and
patients with insufficient governance, monetary or social pressures, and a culture that allows
corruption. When the opportunities for corruption outweigh its deterrents, the likelihood
corruption will occur is higher.

Another approach to understanding corruption in healthcare is by examining the
perpetrators’ motivations. Bauhr (2012) categorized corruption based on the motive of need
versus greed. Need corruption (NC) is hallmarked by extortion and intimidation while collusion
and shared advantages are the foundations of greed corruption (GC). Greed corruption is often

hidden for long periods of time, while NC is frequently an open secret. The costs of GC are
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distributed across people and organizations so individuals may not feel as directly impacted as by
NC.

Both motivations for corruption are found in all nations, however, NC is more common
in low- and middle-income countries (LMICs) while GC prevails in high-income countries
(HICs) (Bauhr, 2012). The United States, the geographic focus of this dissertation, is a HIC.
Corruption manifests differently in HICs versus low- and middle-income countries LMICs. For
example, fraudulent billing and embezzlement of funds are more common in HICs while
counterfeit supplies, absenteeism, theft, and bribery are more prevalent in LMICs (Glynn, 2022).
Governance is typically more robust in HICs. The community affected by GC may trust
regulatory agencies to manage corruption and not engage directly in holding actors accountable.
However, existing anti-corruption measures may not be enforced to their fullest extent. In fact,
Coffee (2020) argued that the larger and more complex the corporate corruption is, the more
likely it be settled or pled down instead of going to trial. Moreover, this pattern appears to be
trending worse, with a 75% reduction in corporate prosecutions during the first Trump
administration as compared to the immediately preceding Obama administration (Garrett, 2020).

The biomedical industry provides biotechnological, pharmaceutical, and diagnostic
research, development, manufacturing, and distribution with the objective of improving
healthcare (U. S. Office of Management and Budget, 2022). The sector is highly complex,
characterized by power inequalities, market uncertainties, and a mixture of public and private
entities with varying motives (Mackey et al., 2016). These complexities make the biomedical
field highly vulnerable to corruption. Moreover, corruption within this sector disproportionately
affects vulnerable populations, especially women, children, disabled, and impoverished people

(Al Qudah et al., 2025).
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Transparency International (2016) created a new global program focused on decreasing
corruption in the pharmaceutical and healthcare sectors. The program focuses on corrupt
practices and potential improvements within pharmaceutical research and development,
manufacturing, registration, marketing, procurement, and distribution, as these areas are
particularly susceptible to unethical activity. The program highlights a dearth of “data and
understanding of corruption” (p. 28) as a key challenge in addressing biomedical corruption.
Enabling Factors of Corruption

Legal and societal expectations for ethical leadership have increased due to well-
publicized scandals that have occurred since the turn of the century (Amory et al., 2024). Despite
those changes, ethical leadership between 2004 and 2019 has remained stable globally and in the
United States. Reports of ethical leadership have decreased in China, regarded as a prototypical
Eastern society.

A toxic workplace comprises many factors, such as unethical culture, immoral
management, unjust decision-making, and unhealthy inter-employee behavior (Botez & Cotef,
2021). DL is both a process and an outcome (Padilla et al., 2007). From a process perspective,
scholars emphasize DL traits such as narcissism and Machiavellianism and behaviors such as
coercion, alienation, and manipulation. When viewed from an outcome lens, the focus is on DL’s
deleterious effects on followers and organizations.

Padilla, Hogan, and Kaiser described the toxic triangle theory in 2007. The premise of the
theory is that there is “a confluence of leader, follower, and environmental factors that make
destructive leadership possible” (Padilla et al., 2007, p. 176). Based on the toxic triangle theory,
there are three parts to a toxic organization: DL, SFs, and a conducive environment (Padilla et

al., 2007). According to the theory, all three parts are necessary. A leader without followers is
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not leading anyone; toxic leaders cannot influence SFs in a healthy environment; and a
conducive environment will not turn toxic if the leaders and followers within the situation do not
take it in that direction. These three elements are discussed herein as the enabling factors of
corruption.

Destructive Leadership

DL does not have a single definition (Padilla et al., 2007). This type of leadership is
regarded as a phenomenon that is seldom wholly destructive and involves a coercive, controlling,
leader-centric orientation. According to the toxic triangle theory, DL is a process involving
domination, intimidation, and manipulation that focuses on the needs or desires of the leaders
rather than those of the group, resulting in negative consequences that detract from the
organization’s primary objectives. Krasikova et al. (2013) added that destructive leaders damage
organizations by encouraging followers to engage in unethical actions. DL may also intentionally
or accidentally harm followers and society at large (Gandolfi & Stone, 2022). Batchelor et al.
(2023) added that DL comprises both acts of commission and omission.

Shaw et al. (2011) described four attributes of DL: (a) tyrannical behavior, such as
arrogance, obstinance, and meanness; (b) laziness or incompetence; (c) high emotionality,
including compulsivity and lack of self-control; and (d) carelessness or emotionally unintelligent
interactions in the workplace. The toxic triangle theory describes DL using five components:
“charisma, personalized use of power, narcissism, negative life themes, and an ideology of hate”
(Padilla et al., 2007, p. 180). Indeed, not all charismatic leaders are destructive, but charisma and
DL have been empirically linked repeatedly. Destructive leaders use their power in unethical
ways for personal gain. These leaders are narcissistic, that is, arrogant, dominant, entitled, self-

absorbed, and often demand special privilege and unquestioning loyalty.
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DL has been defined as a category of leadership that comprises authoritarian, abusive,
narcissistic, and uncivil leadership behaviors (Cao et al., 2023). Additionally, Alexander et al.
(2024) included DL's constructs: aversive, corrupt, derailed, despotic, evil, exploitative,
insincere, insular, negative, personalized charismatic, pseudo-transformational, toxic, and
tyrannical leadership. They also include leader bullying, exclusion, and undermining behaviors
within DL.

Impacts of Destructive Leadership. The impacts of DL are overwhelmingly
detrimental; Li et al. (2024) stated there is a “well-established conclusion that abusive
supervision is deleterious” (p. 392). DL harms employees’ productivity and ability to find
meaningfulness in their work (Grill, 2023). Moreover, this impact appears to grow over time.
Snow et al. (2021) reported wide-ranging harmful implications to employee well-being under
toxic leadership, such as depression, anxiety, weight gain, low confidence, substance abuse, and
suicidal ideation. Shin and Hur (2020) attributed a long-term decrement in teachers’ job
performance under an uncivil principal to low motivation and concerns about job security. Cao et
al. (2023) found that DL amplifies aggression in the workplace, such as bullying, ostracism,
undermining, and violence.

Toxic corporations are impacted negatively by various characteristics. Employees can
engage in deviant behavior that targets their co-workers, such as gossiping, excluding, or
bullying, or the organization, such as theft, sabotage, or destruction of property (Di Stefano et al.,
2019). Employees of unethical businesses report decreased job satisfaction and engagement,
increased stress-related time off, and a reluctance to share knowledge (Guedes Almeida et al.,
2021). Employees become disillusioned, emotionally distressed, distrustful, and unproductive,

which leads to team conflict and reduced commitment (Aumentado et al., 2024). These effects
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result in reduced team effectiveness and increased employee turnover. Since employee
engagement and organizational profitability are directly linked (Harter et al., 2002), the firm’s
bottom line is impacted by DL.

While most literature agrees that the results are overwhelmingly harmful (Guedes
Almeida et al., 2021), not all consequences of DL are detrimental. In an extensive analysis of
with narcissistic leadership. This improvement can be attributed, in part, to employees’ increased
information seeking and sharing amongst colleagues (Azam & Rizvi, 2021). Dogan and Aslan
(2024) found a significant, direct relationship between employees’ perception of toxic leadership
and levels of organizational gossip. While gossip can be deleterious, this increase in informal
communication may promote social cohesion amongst coworkers, providing resiliency in a
challenging workplace. Despite some positive impacts of DL, researchers advise creating
respectful, supportive workplaces that foster creativity and innovation (Mehraein et al., 2023)
and long-term productivity (Liao et al., 2021).

Conducive Environments

Organizational culture is a complex combination of values, beliefs, and practices that
shape how individuals interact, make decisions, and define their roles within an institution
(Maulidi et al., 2024). Meza et al. (2024) described influences within a culture coming from all
directions, including inside and outside an institution, along with top-down, bottom-up, and
laterally. These influences include institutional and regulatory policies and laws, collegial and
managerial pressure and attitudes, and social expectations and traditions that form cultural
norms. The Global Leadership and Organizational Behavior Effectiveness (GLOBE) project has

defined and documented relationships between leadership, societal culture, and organizational
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culture since the 1990s (Hanges & Su, 2017). The GLOBE project defines nine dimensions of
societal and organizational culture: uncertainty avoidance (UA), power distance (PD),
institutional collectivism, in-group collectivism, gender egalitarianism (GE), assertiveness, future
orientation, performance orientation, and humane orientation.

The cultural dimensions of collectivism, UA, PD, and GE, and are known to impact
levels of corruption in a region (Hohn et al., 2023). However, conflicting results have been found
in the workplace. Within the United States, corporate social responsibility is negatively
associated with local levels of corruption (Ucar & Staer, 2020). Pham et al. (2024) determined
that financial advisors in the United States are more likely to commit fraud in environments with
higher levels of local corruption. Societal cultures with higher uncertainty avoidance and more
egalitarian power dynamics, such as Germany, tend to increase employees’ perception of ethical
leadership faster than societies with lower UA and less PD (Amory et al., 2024). Religiosity at an
organizational level deters corrupt activities by acting as an ethical compass that guides decisions
and behavior (Maulidi et al., 2024).

Padilla et al. (2007) described four elements contributing to environments where DL can
thrive: “instability, perceived threat, cultural values, and the absence of checks and balances” (p.
185). Cultural values make certain people more vulnerable to the emergence of DL. For
example, individuals in collectivist, risk-avoidant cultures with high power and wealth disparity
are likelier to tolerate DL. SFs and DL cannot thrive in a healthy organizational culture that
discourages authoritarian leadership, promotes ethical, fair, and just processes, and encourages
whistleblowing (Thoroughgood et al., 2012).

Societal culture mediates the impacts of DL as well. For example, Cao and colleagues

(2023) highlighted that PD mediates the effects of DL on followers. The increased task
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performance sometimes seen under DL also varies across countries (Alexander et al., 2024). Liao
and colleagues (2021) found an increase in task performance the day after experiencing abusive
supervisor behavior and associated this with an increase in repetitive thought about the day
before. This increase was only seen in a culture of low-PD culture such as the United States and
was not seen in the high-PD culture of China. Improved task performance also only occurred
when the worker considered the motivation for their boss’s abusive behavior as a need for an
increase in performance, not when the behavior was driven by malice or rudeness.
Susceptible Followers

Not everyone in an unhealthy organization is prone to the effects of destructive leaders.
Some will leave, become whistleblowers, or fight back and can be non-compliant (Barbuto,
2000). According to the toxic triangle theory (Padilla et al., 2007), those vulnerable to DL are
known as SFs. Aumentado et al. (2024) found that employees who tolerated corrupt leadership
did so because they either benefited from the corruption, feared retaliation, felt powerless, or
were ambivalent. Padilla and colleagues (2007) defined two types of SFs based on their
motivation: colluders and conformers. Colluders deliberately engage with their unethical leaders
because they agree with their agenda or view. Colluders are ambitious and interested in their
self-promotion. Based on a follower’s motivations, recognition of power, level of resistance, and
other characteristics, colluders can be regarded as acolytes or opportunists (Thoroughgood et al.,
2012).

On the other hand, conformers fear their destructive leaders and comply with them to
avoid the consequences of not doing so (Padilla et al., 2007). Conformers’ vulnerability stems
from psychological immaturity, unmet needs, low self-esteem, and an external locus of control.

Thoroughgood et al. (2012) described conformers as authoritarians, lost souls, and bystanders.
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Bublitz-Berg et al. (2024) expanded the understanding of SFs by categorizing their responses to
toxic leadership as “suffering in silence” or “quiet yet concerned” (p. 1211). Individuals
suffering in silence conformed with toxic leadership due to fear of their leadership. In contrast,
those who refrained from confronting a toxic leader to protect their colleagues were considered
quiet yet concerned.
group of followers under DL. These shifts include (a) reduced individual judgment and rational
thinking; (b) a sense of power based on mass, mutual identification with others; (c) identification
with a powerful leader who is idolized or feared; (d) reliance on the leader to make decisions and
release from that responsibility; and (e) release from the consequences of their actions and moral
regression” to describe these phenomena. Large group regression includes rallying around a
destructive leader, thoughtlessly following their lead, and creating strong in- and out-groups to
protect against perceived threats. According to Padilla and colleagues (2007), followers may
forego established governance and afford leaders more autonomy and authority to stabilize the
situation and quell imminent threats. Note that threats do not have to be real or likely; they only
need to be perceived to be exploited. Centralized power without appropriate checks and balances
can lead to absolute power and DL. The centralization of power can accelerate when followers
are SFs.

The characteristics of toxic leaders have been studied intensely, but the features of
followers are less researched (Somers, 2022; Zeng et al., 2023). There are many gaps in the
literature about the mediators of toxic leadership from the follower’s perspective. These gaps

include the ethical climate (Guedes Almeida et al., 2021), perceived support and trust (Jiang et
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al., 2017), employee motivations(Di Stefano et al., 2019), cognitive dissonance (Noghani, 2021),
ethnic background (Tufan et al., 2023), identification with the organization (Qi et al., 2020) or
agreement with the leadership style (Thau et al., 2009). Destructive leaders target SFs
predominantly based on their performance instead of their personalities (Mackey, 2021).
However, once a relationship is established, the follower plays an essential role in maintaining
and growing the toxic leader’s impact.

Unsusceptible Followers. Not all employees in an unhealthy organization are SFs.
“Unsusceptible followers” can confront unethical activities by engaging in prosocial acts such as
cooperative communications to educate and persuade colleagues into collaboration for change
(Bublitz-Berg et al., 2024). Confronters can also blow the whistle to internal or external
regulatory bodies. As this study aims to analyze unethical employee behavior, it is vital to
understand ethical follower behavior. Understanding those who decide to report wrongdoing
adds perspective to more deeply understand employees who comply or collude.

The United States has two particularly powerful anti-corruption statutes that rely on
whistleblowers. In 2001, thousands of Americans lost their retirement savings, and dozens of
banks, utilities, investment firms, and industry- or government-related pensions were heavily
damaged or destroyed by Enron’s fraudulent accounting and conflicts of interest (Sridharan et
al., 2002). The devastation cost its shareholders almost $11 billion. In response to the Enron
scandal, the U.S. Congress passed the Sarbanes-Oxley (SOX) Act of 2002, which mandates
specific reporting, compliance officers, and whistleblower protection (Sarbanes & Oxley, 2002).
The False Claims Act (FCA) is another potent tool for combating fraud, especially against
federal programs (Stehlin, 2023). Enacted in 1863, the FCA allows the U.S. government to

recover damages and penalties from individuals or entities that submit fraudulent claims, commit
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bribery, participate in kickbacks, rig procurement processes, or otherwise misuse federal funds.
Whistleblower protections and incentives were added to the FCA in 1986 and 2009, respectively.
In the face of ethical dilemmas, whistleblowers play a critical role. The Dodd-Frank
Whistleblower Provision significantly reduced “abnormal accruals” by 11% by reducing the
incentives of misconduct (Buccirossi et al., 2021). Since whistleblower protections started,
judgments and settlements total more than $85 billion (U.S. Department of Justice, 2026). As
shown in Table 1, from 2021-2025, whistleblower contributions accounted for 77%—-86% of
total FCA recoveries and 70%—76% of total FCA cases each year (U.S. Department of Justice,
2021b, 2022a, 2023, 2024a, 2025, 2026).
Table 1
Judgments and Settlements Recovered Through the False Claims Act From 2021-2025 in Total

and Attributable to Whistleblowers

Fiscal Total FCA Whistlebl(?wer Rezt))voet;ilzggom ]1;(();2 Whistleblower 7o of FfrCOﬁlCases
Year Recoveries  Recoveries Whistleblowers Cases Cases Whistleblowers
2021 $5.6 billion  $4.3 billion 76.8% 801 598 74.7%
2022 $2.2 billion  $1.9 billion 86.4% 890 652 73.3%
2023 $2.7 billion  $2.3 billion 85.2% 1,150 850 73.9%
2024 $2.9 billion  $2.4 billion 82.8% 1,402 979 69.8%
2025 $6.8 billion  $5.3 billion 77.9% 1,698 1,297 76.4%

The widely accepted definition of whistleblowing (WB) is “the disclosure by
organization members (former or current) of illegal, immoral or illegitimate practices under the
control of their employers, to persons or organizations that may be able to effect action” (Near &
Miceli, 1985, p. 4). Four decisions comprise the WB process. First, an observer must determine
if an event or behavior is unethical or unlawful. Second, an observer must choose to report the

activity. Next, the recipient of the allegation must decide how they will respond. Finally, the
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consequences are exacted upon the whistleblower and the target of the investigation. Each of
these events is a crucial part of the WB process. However, for this study, the focus is on the
observer who decides to divulge the information also known as “blowing the whistle”.

Whistleblowing is an interventional act of moral courage that involves three types of
reasoning: individual, collaborative, and collective (Wiisak et al., 2023). A whistleblower
exercises individual reasoning by trusting their judgment and taking responsibility to advocate
for a person or organization in unethical or illegal circumstances. Whistleblowers using
collaborative reasoning seek the counsel of others while supporting others and taking shared
responsibility for the benefit of others or an organization. Whistleblowers who make judgments
based on group cohesiveness, norms, or rules and act for the greater good base their actions on
collective reasoning.

Individuals attempt to make sense of complex or ambiguous situations through
metacognitive rationalization (Mumford et al., 2008). Seven reasoning strategies are used:
recognizing circumstances, getting outside help, questioning judgment, dealing with emotions,
predicting consequences, evaluating personal motivations, and considering others’ perspectives.
During this sensemaking process, witnesses of wrongdoing undergo significant stress as they
reconcile fear of the potential negative consequences with their moral compass (MacLennan,
2024). This process of distress and ethical reconcilation is known as moral injury. McIntosh et al.
(2019) found that individuals with higher levels of moral intensity spent less time thinking before
WB. The study also found that non-reporters spend more cognitive and emotional energy
considering options before ultimately deciding not to blow the whistle, implying that emotions

play a role in the decision. However, the opposite has been found as well. Latan et al. (2021)
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found that the more time a whistleblower spends in the rationalization process, the less fear and
anxiety the whistleblower feels.

Whistleblowing often comes at a significant personal and professional cost (MacLennan,
2024). Whistleblowers frequently experience psychological, emotional, social, and financial
harm. Latan et al. (2021) reported that the greater the potential repercussions of whistleblowing
for the whistleblower, the lower the likelihood of whistleblowing. Therefore, whistleblower
protection is critical because considering the consequences is part of the WB process. Lack of
protection from retribution and diffusion of responsibility are common reasons witnesses of
wrongdoing decide not to whistleblow (Lundsford et al., 2022). In the United States, Europe, and
Australia, whistleblowers in the healthcare sector undergo enormous ethical stress and hesitation
before WB (Ekpenyong et al., 2021). Despite relatively strong whistleblower protections, these
Western healthcare providers consistently reported fearing retaliation from their organizations
and colleagues.

Similar to the factors that converge to permit unethical activities, organizational culture
and individual characteristics unite to support WB. According to Curtis and Taylor (2009), WB
activity is encouraged when employees’ values align with the organization's. The employees
trust the organization to take appropriate actions in response to a report of wrongdoing.
Whistleblowers carefully consider the level of the entity that will deal with the consequences of
the WB. When an individual is impacted, as opposed to a corporation, the whistleblower spends
more metacognitive effort before WB (Mclntosh et al., 2019). Being directly affected by
misconduct is also a strong motivator for WB (Schmolke & Utikal, 2025).

Several factors affect whether witnesses of wrongdoing become whistleblowers. The

hierarchical position of the witness compared to the perpetrator is one aspect. The stress related
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to WB is greater when the perpetrator of misconduct is a superior rather than a peer (Mclntosh et
al., 2019). Participants were nearly twice as likely to report a peer’s unethical activity rather than
an advisor’s because they believe there is less risk of negative consequences. Moreover, before
deciding to blow the whistle on a superior, whistleblowers spent more metacognitive effort and
consulted others.

Another motivator of WB is the apparent seriousness of the unethical act (Latan et al.,
2021). The higher the perceived seriousness, the more likely WB becomes present in the
workplace. In a metadata analysis of over 217 articles from 1984 to 2020, Nicholls et al. (2021)
reported that more proactive, honest, and risk-averse employees are likelier to become
whistleblowers. Likewise, workers who strongly value their personal ethics and seek to benefit
others are more likely to report unethical conduct. Employees who report feelings of
hopelessness and those with Machiavellian personalities are also less likely to become
whistleblowers. Lee-Kugler et al. (2025) found that more empathetic employees felt greater
moral anger and were likelier to report unethical leadership behavior. Ethical decision making
and moral courage in the workplace are reinforced by autonomous regulation (Arroyo et al.,
2024). This aligns with Curtis and Taylor’s (2009) finding that individuals with an internal locus
of control are more likely to whistleblow.

Schmolke and Utikal (2025) found that various determinants within a corporation affect
the propensity of WB. For example, penalizing participants monetarily who fail to report
misconduct is a strong motivator. Simply requiring WB by policy is an incentive, as is rewarding
WB. This aligns with Arroyo and colleagues’ (2024) finding that externally motivated

employees also blow the whistle when it is seen as required by organizational policy.
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Whistlelowing is also increased when the reporter is confident that the organization will take
action (Mclntosh et al., 2019).
Unethical Follower Behavior

The phrase deviant workplace behavior was coined by Robinson and Bennett (1995) as
“voluntary behavior that violates significant organizational norms and in so doing threatens the
well-being of an organization, its members, or both” (p. 556). As illustrated in Figure 4, deviant
workplace behavior can be characterized as constructive or destructive depending on the positive
or negative impact on the organization, respectively (Jain & Dhingra, 2023). Employees can
voluntarily engage in negative, destructive workplace deviant behaviors that violate
organizational expectations and target their co-workers (behaviors such as gossiping, excluding,
or bullying) or the organization itself (characteristics such as theft, sabotage, or destruction of
property) (D1 Stefano et al., 2019). Destructive deviant behavior that violates societal norms is
known as unethical follower behavior (UFB). Unethical follower behavior, which is the focus of
the current study, can be further categorized by who the activity helps most. Pro-organizational
UFB predominantly benefits the organization (Umpbhress et al., 2010), while pro-leader UFB
primarily aids the leader (Mesdaghinia et al., 2019).

The adverse effects of UFB are at least threefold. First, the employees themselves are
negatively affected. Employees experiencing co-workers’ UFB have been shown to experience
cognitive dissonance (Yang et al., 2022), decreased job satisfaction, increased stress, and long-
term physical distress (Gandolfi & Stone, 2022; Ogunfowora et al., 2022; Zhao et al., 2024).
Next, these employees negatively impact their organization through decreased organizational

citizenship behavior, productivity, and knowledge sharing with increased turnover and stress-
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related time off (Guedes Almeida et al., 2021). Finally, complicit followers play a vital role in
corruption by actively executing or not reporting an overall scheme (Tourish & Willmott, 2023).
Figure 4

Categorization of Destructive Deviant Workplace Behavior

Organization

Unethical Pro-Organizational
Behavior (UPB)

Societal Norms
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(UFB)
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Note. Deviant workplace behavior (DWB) can be constructive or destructive based on its impact
to the organization. Destructive DWB can be further categorized by the norms it violates and

who it benefits.

Unethical follower behavior has been consistently found by complicit followers in highly
detrimental organizations (Mowchan et al., 2015) such as Enron, WorldCom, Lehman Brothers,
Volkswagen, Madoff Securities, Facebook, and Kobe Steel. Whether by passivity or active
collusion, unethical follower cooperation can result in large-scale organizational corruption
(Thoroughgood et al., 2012). At Volkswagen, employees described a culture of unrealistic goals
and intimidation for not meeting those goals (Rothfeder, 2016). While some workers left the
organization, at least 14 employees at varying levels of authority were criminally charged for

engineering and installing devices that deceived vehicle emissions tests. These colluding
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employees violated the public trust and environmental standards to protect their jobs (Tabuchi et
al., 2017).

Similarly, the Theranos biotech company claimed to have created life-changing medical
testing technology, which was ultimately found to be fraudulent (Griffin, 2022). Employee
dissent was suppressed. Surveillance, separation, and threats enforced secrecy among employees.
Turnover was high in the company, with employees calling it “constant” (Carreyrou, 2022, p. 29)
and “like nothing [they had] ever experienced” (Carreyrou, 2022, p. 51). Those who remained at
the corporation exalted their CEO, and the company’s idealist mission (Tourish & Willmott,
2023). The company created a culture of a unique identity with followers even performing
conformist rituals like group chanting (Carreyrou, 2022). Ultimately, only two employees blew
the whistle to elucidate the scam. These are just a few examples of cooperative followers
participating in egregious corruption.

Antecedents of Unethical Follower Behavior

Researchers most commonly adopt cognitive theories to investigate ethical behavior and
have found that affect and cognition are the two essential components that influence ethical (and
unethical) behavior in the workplace (He et al., 2023). Despite this, the interplay of morality,
thought processes, and emotion is still poorly understood. Understanding the details of ethical
decision-making will help curtail unethical behavior (Wimbush, 1999). The current study
examined follower behavior from social, cognitive, and moral perspectives which are discussed
below.

Social Lens. Work supervisors are consistently rated as most influential in determining
ethical behavior, above family, peers, and societal norms (Wimbush, 1999). Graen and

Schiemann (1978) described the vertical dyad linkage model, noting that leaders form
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heterogeneous, individualized relationships with their subordinates. Graen and Schiemann later
refined that theory into leader-member exchange (LMX) theory, which focuses on the quality of
leader-follower relationships that build loyalty and how they affect organizational outcomes
(Bass & Bass, 2009). Somers (2022) used FT to explore the reciprocal relationship between
federal employees and their leadership in relation to employee development and taking initiative.
In doing so, they co-create a positive work environment. Somers surmised that reciprocal
influence between followers and leaders, as posited by LMX is crucial for leadership and
organizational success.

Nguyen et al. (2021) cited reciprocity to explain positive and negative employee behavior
to maintain strong LMX. Highlighting a potentially detrimental impact of high LMX, employees
reporting strong LMX were more likely to engage in UPB if their leader modeled the activity.
Mesdaghinia et al. (2023) defined leader immorality encouragement (LIE) as the employee’s
understanding that their leadership encourages unethical behaviors that benefit the organization
(UPB). The authors found a positive relationship between employee willingness to commit UPB
and their perception of LMX strength.

Social cognitive theory posits that individuals learn by observing others and the
consequences of their behavior (Bandura et al., 1996). Followers learn to behave morally or
immorally from leaders in social situations (Moore et al., 2019). Lee (2023) determined that
employees who identify strongly with their leaders are likely to perform unethical acts to benefit
the leader. Similarly, employees who identify more with their supervisors are likelier to engage
in UPB (Luan et al., 2023). Moreover, Ishaq et al. (2023) found that employees who identify
more strongly with their leaders than with their organizations are more likely to exhibit unethical

behavior that hurts the organization.
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Cavazotte et al. (2021) found clear interactions between the emotional display of leaders,
followers’ identification with those leaders, and their leaders’ ethicality. For example, the
researchers found that followers identify more strongly with leaders who advocate for unethical
behaviors while expressing positive emotions than with leaders who express anger or sadness.
Followers also judged angry leaders to be less ethical than despondent leaders. Other situations
also promote UFB, such as unrealistic performance goals, wanting a voice in decisions, conflicts
of interest, and unclear expectations (Feldman, 2019). A leadership bottom-line mentality can
also promote UFB (Mesdaghinia et al., 2019; Mishra et al., 2022).

Cognitive Lens. Self-concept is a multi-dimensional construct reflecting how someone
sees their psychological and physical traits, abilities, and tendencies (American Psychological
Association, n.d.). Self-concept is largely subconscious and drives decision-making, actions, and
mood. The self-concept is dynamic and based on context, so that at any time, various aspects of
one’s self-concept may be dominant or “working” (Lord, 2008, p. 260). A follower's working
self-concept is partly created through their relationship with leaders and group memberships.
Self-esteem is the subjective opinion someone has about their overall value (Erez & Woolum,
2017) and is closely related to self-concept (Chen et al., 2022).

Mercadante et al. (2023) found that followers with low self-esteem rated dominant
leaders more effective than followers with high self-esteem. This indicates that low self-esteem
may increase susceptibility to destructive leaders. Zeng et al. (2023) reported that self-efficacy
mediated the relationship between followers’ identities and followership behaviors, leading to
positive or negative organizational outcomes.

According to Kohlberg (1971), individuals make ethical decisions based on their stage of

moral development that aligns with cognitive growth throughout childhood, adolescence, and
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adulthood. Kohlberg’s cognitive moral development (CMD) theory contains three stages (pre-
conventional, conventional, and post-conventional), each subdivided into two parts. According to
the CMD theory, in addition to maturing cognitive skills, social interaction is crucial to
developing morality. Kohlberg’s theory has several weaknesses when explaining ethical
decision-making. For example, individuals typically progress through stages in one direction,
without reverting, but not everyone achieves every level (Kohlberg, 1971). Kohlberg’s theory
also does not account for the differences between people in the same stage (Sanders et al., 2018)
or the variance seen in the ethical decisions made by an individual in various situations (Hannah
etal., 2018) .

Kohlberg’s CMD theory also restricts the stages to universal standards, thereby removing
ethical relativism (DeTienne et al., 2021). Ethical relativism is the propensity to make ethical
decisions based on the current situation rather than based on universal moral standards. There
has been an ongoing suggestion that relativists are more likely to engage in unethical behavior
than idealists (Kish-Gephart et al., 2010). However, Nguyen et al. (2021) demonstrated no base
difference in propensity for immoral activities. Furthermore, the authors found that once idealists
had morally disengaged, they were more willing to conduct UPB than relativists.

Rest (1994) expanded Kohlberg’s C