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1.​ Companion Introduction 
The episode “Why Toxic Bosses Are Kept While Good Leaders Get Fired”, from the 
podcast Where Work Meets Life™ with Dr. Laura, explores a central paradox of 
modern organizations: destructive leaders often remain in power, while ethical and 
competent leaders are removed. 

In the conversation, I addressed personal experiences, leadership psychology, and 
practical observations. This companion brief expands the lens and focuses on the 
structural, institutional, and systemic mechanisms that help explain why this paradox 
persists — even in organizations that publicly value integrity, performance, and 
employee well-being. 

Toxic leadership is rarely just a personality issue. In many cases, it reflects deeper 
selection logics, incentive systems, governance blind spots, and perception-driven 
evaluation mechanisms. 

Understanding these structural drivers shifts the conversation from individual blame 
to organizational design. It clarifies why toxic leaders often survive — and why good 
leaders can become vulnerable — even in well-intentioned systems. 

Executive Thesis 

1.​ Toxic leadership often aligns with short-term performance incentives and 
optics. 

2.​ Many organizations select for dominance and visibility more than integrity and 
long-term effectiveness. 

3.​ Managing up frequently outweighs managing down in leadership survival. 
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4.​ Ethical leaders create friction in systems that prioritize political alignment over 
transparency. 

5.​ The paradox persists not because organizations intend harm, but because 
flawed evaluation systems reward the wrong signals. 

 

2.​ Toxic vs. Good Leadership 
2.1​ Defining Toxic Leadership 

Toxic leadership refers to patterns of destructive behavior and dysfunctional traits 
that undermine both people and organizations. Hallmarks include narcissism, 
manipulation, authoritarianism, dishonesty, and disregard for employee well-being. 
Toxic leaders often: 

●​ Prioritize self-interest and power over organizational goals.​
 

●​ Suppress dissent and punish transparency.​
 

●​ Deliver short-term results while causing long-term harm.​
 

●​ Create cultures of fear, mistrust, and instability.​
 

These leaders may appear charismatic or effective to superiors, masking their 
toxicity through strategic self-promotion and “managing up.” 

2.2​ Defining Good Leadership 

Good leadership emphasizes ethical conduct, collaboration, and sustainable 
success. Such leaders typically: 

●​ Empower teams and encourage innovation.​
 

●​ Lead with integrity, fairness, and transparency.​
 

●​ Balance performance with employee well-being.​
 

●​ Foster accountability and long-term organizational resilience.​
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Good leaders often manage down more effectively than up, focusing on the success 
of their teams and organizations rather than cultivating political capital. Ironically, this 
can make them more vulnerable in systems that reward visibility, loyalty, or charisma 
over substance. 

3.​ Why Toxic Bosses Thrive 
Toxic bosses rarely thrive by chance — they do so because their traits and behaviors 
align with organizational blind spots, cultural enablers, and systemic weaknesses. 
This chapter explores why destructive leaders are so often retained, promoted, and 
even celebrated despite the damage they cause. 

3.1​ Short-Term Results and Organizational Blind Spots 

Toxic bosses often deliver impressive short-term results through aggressive 
cost-cutting, high-pressure tactics, or authoritarian control. Organizations — 
especially those under pressure from markets or political scrutiny — may reward 
these outcomes without fully accounting for the long-term costs in morale, 
innovation, and retention. This short-termism creates space for toxic leaders to 
appear indispensable. 

3.2​ Personality Traits That Enable Toxic Success 

Certain personality traits help toxic leaders rise and remain in power: 

●​ Narcissism: Grandiosity and charisma can be mistaken for confidence and 
vision.​
 

●​ Machiavellianism: Strategic manipulation and exploitation of others secure 
influence.​
 

●​ Psychopathy: Lack of empathy allows ruthless decision-making without 
remorse.​
 

●​ Authoritarianism and arrogance: Suppressing dissent creates a façade of 
control.​
 

These traits, collectively referred to as the “dark triad” (plus authoritarianism), can 
make toxic leaders appear decisive and strong. However, their persistence is rarely 
explained by personality alone. In systems that reward dominance, short-term optics, 
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and upward impression management, these traits are not merely tolerated — they 
can become structurally advantageous. 

3.3​ Flawed Recruitment and Promotion Processes 

A further systemic reason toxic leaders thrive lies in how organizations recruit and 
promote leaders. Many systems formally require prior leadership experience as a 
prerequisite for promotion. This creates a closed loop: once someone has entered 
leadership, they become more eligible for higher roles regardless of how effective 
they actually were. 

Key issues include: 

●​ Experience over quality: The mere fact of having led before is valued more 
than whether that leadership was positive or destructive.​
 

●​ Lack of soft skill assessment: Processes often overlook qualities like 
empathy, conflict resolution, or integrity, focusing instead on hard metrics such 
as financial outcomes or tenure.​
 

●​ Bias toward toxic traits: Traits like confidence, decisiveness, or dominance 
— which align with narcissism and authoritarianism — are often mistaken for 
competence in recruitment and promotion.​
 

●​ The Peter Principle:​
Organizations often promote individuals based on performance in their current 
role, not their suitability for the next one. As a result, toxic leaders may rise to 
positions for which they lack the interpersonal, ethical, or strategic skills 
required — yet once promoted, their title shields them from scrutiny.​
 

●​ The Dunning–Kruger Effect:​
Individuals with lower competence may overestimate their abilities, projecting 
unwarranted confidence. In environments that reward boldness over humility, 
this overconfidence can be mistaken for leadership potential, allowing toxic 
individuals to advance while more competent but modest leaders are passed  

The consequence is that toxic bosses can continue climbing the hierarchy, protected 
by the credential of “leadership experience,” while genuinely good leaders may be 
overlooked if they do not fit the expected mold. 
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3.4​ Organizational Enablers 

Toxic leadership flourishes in environments where accountability is weak and 
cultures reward dominance: 

●​ Weak governance and oversight: Boards and executives may lack full 
visibility into day-to-day harm.​
 

●​ Cultural tolerance for aggression: In competitive industries or militarized 
structures, toughness may be glorified.​
 

●​ Fear and inertia: Subordinates often avoid reporting toxic behavior due to 
fear of retaliation or disbelief that change is possible.​
 

●​ Politicization: Leaders who secure patronage or political cover become 
untouchable.​
 

3.5​ The Ability to “Manage Up” 

Toxic leaders usually invest heavily in cultivating relationships with those above them 
— boards, executives, or political sponsors — while neglecting or harming those 
below. By: 

●​ Projecting charisma and indispensability to superiors, 
●​ Delivering curated results that emphasize short-term gains, 
●​ Suppressing bad news from reaching higher levels,​

 

toxic leaders create a distorted impression of success. This upward impression 
management often shields them from consequences, even as their organizations 
suffer. 

3.6​ Selective Toxicity and Divide-and-Rule Tactics 

Toxic leaders do not treat all employees equally. Instead, they often apply selective 
toxicity, using different behaviors depending on how they perceive each person: 

●​ Employees seen as useful or loyal may receive praise, compliments, or 
privileges — even if insincere — to secure their loyalty. 

●​ Employees seen as dangerous or threatening may be targeted with 
micromanagement, manipulation, or gaslighting. 
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●​ Employees seen as irrelevant may be ignored, sidelined, or kept quiet. 

This uneven treatment serves a strategic purpose: it divides the team and prevents 
collective resistance. Some employees genuinely defend the leader because they 
experience preferential treatment, while others feel isolated and destroyed. As a 
result: 

●​ Complaints are harder to prove, because feedback about the leader is mixed. 
●​ Allies can speak up in defense, creating doubt about allegations. 
●​ Dissenters are framed as weak, exaggerating, or plotting, which further 

discredits their voices. 

This divide-and-rule approach provides toxic leaders with a credibility shield: 
enough defenders to create ambiguity and enough fear to silence opposition. It 
explains why even highly toxic leaders can maintain support networks that help them 
survive. 

3.7​ Scapegoating and Manufactured “Low Performers” 

A related tactic is scapegoating, where toxic leaders deliberately designate certain 
individuals as “low performers.” This can occur even when the person’s actual 
performance is not poor. Often, systemic pressures — such as executive boards 
demanding visible differentiation between “high” and “low” performers — encourage 
this practice. Employees who are open about personal struggles, such as a 
motivational crisis, may be particularly vulnerable, since their honesty can be twisted 
into a narrative of weakness. 

Scapegoating serves several purposes: 

●​ It creates visible “evidence” of the leader’s toughness and decisiveness. 
●​ It diverts attention from systemic problems by personalizing failure. 
●​ It sends a warning signal to others: don’t resist, or you’ll be next. 
●​ It allows the leader to satisfy directives from above — for example, by 

delivering a quota of designated “low performers” to appease boards or 
executive sponsors. 

By fulfilling these expectations, the toxic boss strengthens their position. Superiors 
see them as effective and compliant, which further protects them from scrutiny. This 
manufactured differentiation reinforces divide-and-rule dynamics: some employees 
feel relieved or even privileged not to be targeted, while scapegoated individuals are 
stigmatized and silenced. In this way, toxic leaders use scapegoating both to protect 
themselves and to maintain a culture of fear and compliance. 
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3.8​ Incentive Alignment and Structural Fit 

In distorted systems, toxic leaders may be structurally aligned with what the system 
rewards. When evaluation criteria prioritize short-term optics, dominance, and 
political loyalty, toxic behaviors can become functionally advantageous. 

Human costs are externalized, while performance credit is internalized. 
Transparency becomes a threat rather than a virtue. In such contexts, organizations 
may unintentionally select for toxicity. 

 

Research Spotlight – Why Toxic Bosses Thrive 

Toxic leaders manipulate environments to hide incompetence and avoid 
accountability (Milosevic et al., 2020). 

Short-term results can mask long-term cultural and performance damage, yet are still 
rewarded by organizations (Wright, 2015). 

Traits like narcissism, Machiavellianism, and psychopathy help toxic leaders rise by 
mimicking strength and charisma (Arbogast & Jadav, 2024). 

Narcissistic individuals are more likely to emerge as leaders because their 
confidence, dominance, and charisma create strong first impressions (Nevicka, 
2018). 

Narcissists are consistently found to rise to leadership roles in groups and 
organizations, even when their long-term effects are harmful (Härtel et al., 2021). 

Military cadet studies show narcissistic traits strongly predict emergent leadership, 
suggesting the pathway from trait to leadership role is systematic, not random 
(Paunonen et al., 2006). 

Followers may tolerate or even admire toxic leaders because they fulfill 
psychological needs during uncertainty (Lipman-Blumen, 2005). 

Toxic leaders create burnout and disengagement among competent employees, 
leading those with integrity and empathy to leave first. The departure of good 
employees or leaders reinforces the toxic culture, as those who stay or thrive are 
often those willing to tolerate or emulate destructive behaviors (Nunes & 
Palma-Moreira, 2024). 

Toxic leadership styles in the U.S. echo historical slavocracy tactics and perpetuate 
historical patterns of abuse and dehumanization. This is causing significant harm to 
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employee well-being and organizational culture, and must be replaced by 
relationship-focused, accountable leadership. (Sippio, 2023). 

Toxic leadership in higher education is a complex issue shaped by both individual 
and organizational factors, leading to significant negative outcomes. Explanation: In 
environments that value conformity, competition, or obedience over collaboration and 
integrity, toxic leaders are seen as “effective,” enabling their promotion (Siddiqui & 
Iqbal, 2024). 

Abusive leadership in higher education is marked by incompetence, 
self-centeredness, micromanagement, and intimidation, leading to significant harm 
for employees — yet collective action and authenticity can help subordinates resist 
and address such toxic environments. (Okpala, 2023). 

Scapegoating is used within organizations to divert blame and protect leaders from 
scrutiny (Bonazzi, 1983); (Gallagher & Burke, 1974). 

Organizational studies show that scapegoating serves as a rational strategy to 
protect higher-level leaders from accountability, reinforcing toxic leadership 
persistence (Catino, 2023).​
 

Summary: Toxic bosses thrive not because they are effective leaders, but 
because they exploit organizational blind spots, embody traits that mimic 
strength, and master the art of managing up while insulating themselves from 
accountability. 

 

4.​ Why Good Leaders Get Fired 
While toxic bosses often thrive, good leaders are frequently dismissed or forced out. 
This paradox reflects how ethical, competent, and team-oriented leadership can be 
undervalued or punished in environments that prioritize visibility, loyalty, or short-term 
outcomes. 

4.1​ Misalignment with Short-Term or Political Agendas 

Good leaders typically focus on long-term stability, ethical decision-making, and 
sustainable growth. However, boards, executives, or political overseers may 
prioritize immediate results or expedient decisions. When good leaders resist 
compromising their principles, they risk being perceived as obstacles rather than 
assets. 
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4.2​ Ethical Resistance and Whistleblowing Backlash 

Leaders who challenge corruption, resist toxic norms, or advocate for employee 
well-being often face retaliation. Instead of being rewarded for integrity, they may be 
dismissed for “not fitting in” or for disrupting the status quo. Ethical resistance can 
thus paradoxically accelerate their exit. 

4.3​ Boards, Bias, and Flawed Information 

Decision-makers often rely on incomplete or biased information when evaluating 
leadership. Boards may misinterpret poor outcomes caused by external factors as 
failures of leadership, or they may be swayed by political narratives, internal 
lobbying, or media pressure. In some cases, boards even fire high-performing 
leaders, a decision that can backfire with shareholders and employees alike. 

4.4​ Neglect of “Managing up” 

Good leaders often prioritize managing down — investing in their teams, fostering 
transparency, and building trust. Yet they may underinvest in managing up, 
neglecting to curate their image with boards, superiors, or political patrons. In 
environments where perception and alignment with power carry more weight than 
substance, this neglect makes them especially vulnerable. 

4.5​ Good Leaders as Structural Disruptors 

Ethical leaders increase transparency. Transparency exposes misalignment. 
Exposure creates discomfort. Systems may remove the source of discomfort rather 
than fix the underlying design. 

Summary: Good leaders get fired not because they lack competence or 
integrity, but because they clash with short-term agendas, resist unethical 
practices, fall victim to biased decision-making, and fail to manage up as 
effectively as their toxic counterparts. 

 

Research Spotlight – Why Good Leaders Get Fired 

Boards sometimes dismiss leaders whose styles or strengths no longer align with 
evolving organizational challenges (Whitehead, 2021). 
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High-performing CEOs are sometimes forced out unjustly, with boards acting on 
flawed or biased judgments (Kind & Schläpfer, 2011). 

Ethical leaders who resist corruption or challenge toxic norms are often punished 
rather than rewarded (Simone, 2016). 

Political leaders and executives may be dismissed for symbolic or political reasons, 
even when competent (McAnulla, 2010), (Symanski, 2014). 

​
 

5.​ The Dynamics of “Managing Up” 
The concept of managing up is central to understanding why toxic bosses thrive 
and good leaders get fired. Managing up refers to the practice of influencing and 
aligning with one’s superiors to shape perceptions and secure support. While it can 
be used constructively, it is often weaponized by toxic leaders to protect their 
position and advance their careers. 

5.1​ Definition and Dual Nature 
●​ Constructive managing up: Supporting superiors by providing clarity, 

anticipating needs, and aligning team efforts with broader goals. This can 
strengthen organizational outcomes when done transparently.​
 

●​ Manipulative managing up: Flattering, concealing bad news, or strategically 
curating results to impress superiors, often at the expense of employees and 
long-term performance.​
 

5.2​ Why Toxic Leaders Excel at Managing Up 

Toxic leaders often devote disproportionate energy to managing up: 

●​ They project charisma and indispensability to decision-makers.​
 

●​ They emphasize short-term gains while concealing long-term damage.​
 

●​ They use selective information and impression management to control 
narratives.​
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This skill set creates a powerful shield: superiors may see them as effective, even 
visionary, while subordinates experience fear, manipulation, and dysfunction. 

5.3​ Why Good Leaders Neglect Managing Up 

Good leaders usually prioritize managing down — focusing on team empowerment, 
integrity, and sustainable outcomes. However, by neglecting to manage up: 

●​ Their contributions may go unnoticed by boards or executives.​
 

●​ They risk being perceived as less dynamic or less aligned with leadership 
priorities.​
 

●​ In politicized or competitive contexts, this leaves them vulnerable to removal, 
even when their organizations perform well.​
 

5.4​ Survival in Politicized Systems 

In highly politicized or hierarchical organizations, managing up often becomes a 
survival skill. Leaders who resist playing the political game may be forced out, while 
those who excel at upward impression management — even if toxic — are retained. 
The paradox is clear: survival may depend less on competence than on the ability to 
manage perceptions above. 

Summary: Managing up explains much of the paradox of toxic versus good 
leadership. Toxic bosses survive because they manage up better than they 
manage down, while good leaders are dismissed for focusing on ethics and 
teams rather than political navigation. 

 

Research Spotlight – Managing Up 

Toxic leaders thrive by excelling at impression management and concealing 
incompetence, often creating distorted perceptions of success (Milosevic et al., 
2020).​
 

Good leaders are more vulnerable when they underinvest in managing up, making 
them appear less valuable to boards or political overseers (Whitehead, 2021).​
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In competitive and politicized systems, survival often depends more on alignment 
with power and perception management than on competence (Dagless, 2018), 
(Heppell, 2011). 

 

6.​ Global Perspectives on Toxic 
Leadership 

The paradox of toxic bosses thriving while good leaders are fired is not limited to one 
region or culture. Toxic leadership is a global phenomenon, but the ways it 
manifests and the mechanisms that sustain or constrain it differ across contexts. 
Examining leadership through a global lens helps us see how cultural values, 
institutional structures, and legal frameworks shape the balance between toxic and 
ethical leadership. 

6.1​ Why a Comparative View Matters 

Looking at toxic leadership globally highlights that: 

●​ Cultural norms affect how toxic traits are interpreted. In some cultures, 
authoritarianism may be seen as strength, while in others it may be quickly 
challenged.​
 

●​ Legal and institutional safeguards (e.g., labour law, collective bargaining, 
punitive damages) influence whether toxic leaders are disciplined or 
protected.​
 

●​ Economic and political environments create different pressures. For 
example, highly competitive, results-driven markets may reward toxic 
behaviors, while bureaucratic institutions may conceal them.​
 

6.2​ Emerging Global Patterns 
●​ Stronger institutional checks in Europe, such as works councils and robust 

labour law, can mitigate overt toxicity, though subtle forms of authoritarianism 
may persist in bureaucratic or hierarchical systems.​
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●​ Public vs. private sector: Across regions, public institutions are especially 
vulnerable when political influence shields toxic leaders or when bureaucratic 
inertia prevents their removal.​
 

●​ Global corporations: Multinational companies may exploit regulatory 
differences, sustaining toxic leadership by shifting operations to jurisdictions 
with weaker accountability.​
 

Summary: Toxic leadership is a universal challenge, but its persistence and 
visibility are shaped by regional cultures, legal frameworks, and institutional 
structures. Understanding these global perspectives sets the stage for a 
closer comparison of Europe vs. North America, where differences in labour 
law, collective protections, and punitive damages significantly shape 
leadership outcomes. 

 

Research Spotlight – Global Perspectives 

Global corporations like Amazon illustrate how toxic leadership is sustained across 
borders, exploiting weak or uneven regulatory environments (Mergen & Ozbilgin, 
2021).​
 

European leadership cultures emphasize ethics and collaboration more strongly than 
U.S. models, but bureaucratic systems can mask subtler toxic behaviors (Perrin et 
al., 2012).​
 

North American environments are more vulnerable to charismatic toxicity, where 
dominance and narcissism are misinterpreted as confidence and strength 
(Lipman-Blumen, 2004; summarized in Grodnitzky, 2006). ​
 

Public sector organizations worldwide, such as hospitals and universities, are prone 
to toxic leadership when political influence or bureaucratic inertia shields leaders 
from accountability (Örgev & Demir, 2019).​
​
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7.​ Political and Sectoral Contexts of 
Toxic Leadership 

The persistence of toxic leadership and the vulnerability of good leaders cannot be 
understood without considering the broader political and sectoral environments in 
which organizations operate. Political patronage, institutional design, and 
sector-specific pressures often determine whether toxic leaders are protected or 
challenged, and whether ethical leaders are supported or dismissed. 

7.1​ Political Influence on Leadership 
●​ Patronage and protection: Toxic leaders often thrive when they align with 

influential patrons or dominant political parties. Such alliances provide 
insulation from accountability and create networks of loyalty that protect them 
from consequences.​
 

●​ Polarization and partisan reinforcement: In polarized environments, toxic 
leaders may weaponize division, portraying themselves as defenders of one 
side. Traits like authoritarianism and manipulation become assets when 
loyalty is valued over competence.​
 

●​ Suppression of dissent: Political leaders and politically connected 
executives frequently suppress criticism through intimidation, patronage 
networks, or dismissal of reform-oriented colleagues, creating climates of 
conformity and fear.​
 

7.2​ Institutional Design and Sectoral Vulnerabilities 
●​ Public sector: Toxic leadership often persists due to bureaucratic inertia, rigid 

hierarchies, and political shielding. Leaders may be difficult to remove even 
when their behavior is widely recognized as harmful. Strong labour 
protections can sometimes protect not just employees, but also toxic leaders.​
 

●​ Private sector: Competitive pressures reward short-term results. Charisma, 
aggressiveness, and risk-taking may be mistaken for visionary leadership, 
allowing toxic bosses to rise and remain in power if they deliver profitability or 
market growth.​
 

15 



B.E.A.T. 

●​ Politicized institutions: In fields like healthcare, education, and government 
administration, leadership is often influenced by political loyalty. Toxic leaders 
survive if they are politically useful, while ethical leaders who resist pressure 
are marginalized or dismissed.​
 

●​ Corporate environments: In global corporations, toxic leaders exploit weak 
oversight and prioritize managing up. They often manipulate perceptions of 
performance, especially in high-pressure, results-driven markets.​
 

7.3​ Shared Dynamics Across Contexts 

Across both political and economic contexts, similar dynamics sustain toxic bosses: 

●​ Systems reward loyalty, charisma, or results over ethics and integrity.​
 

●​ Accountability mechanisms are weak, fragmented, or easily bypassed.​
 

●​ Good leaders who resist corruption or refuse to compromise principles are 
punished as obstacles to expediency.​
 

Summary: Political influence and sectoral context are decisive in determining 
leadership outcomes. Toxic bosses persist when political patronage, 
bureaucratic inertia, or competitive pressures shield them from accountability, 
while good leaders are forced out when they resist these systemic pressures. 

 

Research Spotlight – Political and Sectoral Contexts 

●​ Toxic leadership in the Bush administration illustrates how partisan politics 
and institutional dominance reinforced destructive traits (Herbert, 2011).​
 

●​ The Lipman-Blumen model of toxic leadership applies to political figures such 
as Blair, Bush, Mugabe, and Berlusconi, showing how loyalty and narratives 
sustain toxicity (Heppell, 2011).​
 

●​ Toxic leaders weaponize institutions by suppressing dissent and embedding 
dysfunction into governance (Lipman-Blumen, 2011).​
 

●​ Public sector institutions such as hospitals and universities are vulnerable to 
toxic leadership due to political shielding and bureaucratic inertia (Örgev & 
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Demir, 2019).​
 

●​ Politicized organizations like healthcare and education highlight how political 
loyalty often outweighs competence in leadership retention (Boak, 2021). 

 

8.​ The Costs of Toxic Leadership 
While toxic bosses often thrive in the short term, the long-term costs to 
organizations, employees, and society are significant. These costs highlight why 
tolerating toxic leadership is ultimately unsustainable, even if such leaders appear 
effective in the moment. 

8.1​ Organizational Performance Costs 
●​ Erosion of innovation: Toxic leaders suppress dissent and discourage 

risk-taking, stifling creativity and adaptability.​
 

●​ Declining productivity: Fear-driven cultures may achieve compliance but 
reduce motivation, collaboration, and long-term efficiency.​
 

●​ Financial instability: Organizations led by toxic bosses often experience 
higher turnover costs, reputational damage, and reduced stakeholder trust. 

8.2​ Employee Well-Being and Turnover 
●​ Psychological harm: Employees exposed to toxic leadership report higher 

rates of stress, burnout, depression, and disengagement.​
 

●​ Physical health effects: Chronic stress can lead to physical illness, 
absenteeism, and long-term health issues.​
 

●​ High turnover: Talented employees often leave toxic environments, creating 
brain drain and talent shortages. 

●​ Quiet Quitting: Many employees who don’t leave instead disengage, doing 
only the bare minimum to protect themselves. This silent withdrawal reduces 
motivation, creativity, and overall organizational resilience.​
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8.3​ Erosion of Mission and Trust 
●​ Cultural decay: Toxic bosses replace trust and collaboration with fear and 

competition, undermining organizational identity and values.​
 

●​ Loss of stakeholder confidence: Investors, citizens, or clients lose faith in 
organizations that tolerate destructive leaders.​
 

●​ Damage to institutional legitimacy: Especially in public institutions, toxic 
leadership erodes citizens’ trust in governance and public service.​
 

Summary: The costs of toxic leadership extend far beyond immediate team 
dysfunction. They weaken performance, harm employee well-being, and erode 
institutional trust. The short-term gains toxic bosses may deliver are 
consistently outweighed by the long-term damage they inflict. 

 

Research Spotlight – Costs of Toxic Leadership 

●​ Toxic leadership creates hostile work environments that increase burnout and 
turnover while reducing employee happiness (Ora et al., 2025).​
 

●​ Organizations led by toxic leaders suffer reputational and financial harm due 
to weakened cultures and loss of trust (Green, 2014).​
 

●​ Toxic bosses drive high turnover intentions, with talented employees more 
likely to exit dysfunctional environments (Ungern-Sternberg et al., 2025).​
 

●​ The psychological harm caused by toxic leadership is profound, leading to 
stress, disengagement, and long-term health effects (Schmidt, 2008). 

 

9.​ Conclusion 
The paradox of toxic bosses thriving while good leaders get fired reflects structural 
weaknesses in how organizations evaluate, reward, and protect leadership. Toxic 
leaders succeed not because they are effective, but because they exploit systemic 
blind spots: they deliver short-term results, excel at managing up, and operate within 
governance environments where accountability is fragmented or perception-driven. 
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Good leaders, in contrast, often prioritize ethics, team empowerment, and long-term 
sustainability. Yet in systems that reward visibility, loyalty, or expediency over 
integrity, this very orientation can increase their vulnerability. Transparency creates 
friction. Integrity exposes misalignment. Long-term thinking competes with short-term 
optics. 

This paradox is therefore not primarily a question of individual character. It is a 
question of organizational design. As long as incentive structures, evaluation 
mechanisms, and governance practices reward the wrong signals, toxic leadership 
will continue to find protection — and ethical leadership will remain structurally 
fragile. 

Addressing this imbalance requires more than better intentions. It requires 
recalibrating how leadership performance is measured, how accountability flows 
upward, and how boards and executives interpret signals of strength, loyalty, and 
success. 
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