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ABSTRACT: This paper offers a critical synthesis of the toxic triangle framework, confirming its merit as an inclusive lens through
which to view toxic leadership as part of systemic dysfunction (rather than merely individual pathology). The destructive leadership
dimensions include toxic leadership, susceptible followers and conducive environment. It has described how toxic leaders find a
foothold in crises, how the psychology of followers from fear to ambition sustains their compliance and how vulnerable institutional
contexts enable its proliferation. The main added value of this paper is embedding this model in contemporary digital workplaces
against hybrid, post-pandemic uncertain and volatile backgrounds that may enhance existing drawbacks and generate new ones
(e.g., digital monitoring, distancing employees from physical workplace).
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1. PROBLEM STATEMENT

Leadership is traditionally celebrated as a catalyst for progress, inspiration, and organizational success. Taking on the debate about
real world leaders, some describe toxic leaders who contribute to destroy the world physically, humans, nature etc; such as Benjamin
Netanyahu, Adolf Hitler, Sheikh Hasina, and the recently the Gen Z-led forced to resign Prime Minister of Nepal, K.P. Sharma Oli.
At an organizational level people like some argued are Steven Ballmer, Elizabeth Holmes, Vijay Mallya. Destructive leadership is
and has been a widespread, insidious menace to the well-being of organisations, their workforce and society at large. Padilla, Hogan,
and Kaiser (2007) introduced the toxic triangle framework as an influential theoretical perspective on this form of victimization.
There are other significant theoretical perspectives such as the paradigmatic nature of destructive leadership which suggests that
monasticism is not caused only by a lone fallible individual but when three elements-comprising a destructive leader, vulnerable
devotees and permissive conditions-coincide.

Despite high explanatory power of this model, there are still many research voids, particularly when examining it within the context
of current post-pandemic organizations. In this new epoch, digital transformation is accelerating at an unprecedented pace, the
acceptance of hybrid and remote working continues to gain footing; institutional instability is becoming drastic while employee
expectations are changing (Kniffin et al., 2021). It introduces new vulnerabilities and dynamics that the base model gets compared
against. The increasing proportions of corporations, governments and non-profit organizations that have been rocked by high-profile
scandals still demonstrate how critical the toxic triangle is today. Yet, comprehensive diagnostic tools and strategic frameworks for
proactively identifying, preventing, and mitigating these destructive dynamics remain underdeveloped. This conceptual paper
responds to this important call by reviewing and critiquing the toxic triangle model, examining its relational components as they
pertains to modernity, and introducing a multidimensional(ness) framework of strategies through which organizations can strengthen
themselves in withstanding destructive leadership.

2. RESEARCH OBJECTIVES
In alignment with the identified research problem, this paper aims to achieve the following objectives:
1. To systematically review the theoretical bases and ontogenesis of, as well as the central components in, the toxic triangle
model of bad leadership.
2. To unpack the intricate, interacting web of relationships between destructive leaders, vulnerable followers, and
environments that make possible systemic dysfunction.
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3. To examine the multi-level consequences of destructive leadership on individual psychological well-being, organizational
culture and integrity, and broader societal trust.

4. To propose an integrated framework of evidence-based strategies for researchers, practitioners, and policymakers to
diagnose, prevent, and mitigate the toxic triangle in modern organizations.

3. METHODOLOGY
A systematic review of multiple papers on toxic leadership have been analyzed to draw the framework necessary to contribute to
the real-world implications theoretically and practically.

3. LITERATURE REVIEW

3.1 The Foundation of the Toxic Triangle

The toxic triangle of destructive leaders model represents a milestone in the leadership field. It thus transcends leader-centred
accounts, and conceptualises toxic leadership as a second-order emergent phenomenon (Padilla et al., 2007). ‘Destructive
leadership’ is referred to as behaviour that deviates from organization’s goals, tasks, resources and effectiveness in a way that it
detracts subordinates motivation, well-being or job satisfaction (Einarsen et al., 2007). The model’s usefulness is in its three-fold
approach, suggesting that such behavior can only thrive when the trio; leader, followers and environment come together to seed
itself with dynamic cooperation as depicted in Figure 1 (The Three Elements of Toxic Triangle Framework.) below.
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Figure 1: The Three Elements of Toxic Triangle Framework.
Source: Einarsen et al., (2007).

3.2 Destructive Leaders

The other corner of the triangle consists of a leadership model based on destruction. These are often people who exhibit the
characteristics of leadership at a superficial level, including charisma, confidence, and strategic sight (Padilla et al., 2007). But suer
these qualities are weaponized to manipulate, dominate and glorify oneself. Core individual differences are narcissism (grandiosity,
need for admiration), arrogance, entitlement, and psychopathy (absence of sympathy, lack of remorse) (Hogan & Kaiser, 2005;
Judge et al., 2009). They concentrate power, stifle dissent and frequently foster a climate of fear. Indeed, they are often called upon
at a crisis when they can best demonstrate their value and effectiveness while dissenters are driven out or seek exits; the authoritarian
leadership will do all it takes to consolidate power (even if under the guise of competence) as this becomes an excuse for any conduct
where they can continue to make decisions that go unchallenged by expendable victims and oppositional critics.

3.3 Susceptible Followers

Followers, far from being innocent victims, also play their role in the toxic triangle. They fall into two categories: conformers, and
colluders (Padillaet al., 2007). Conformers have been motivated out of fear, unsatisfied basic needs (such as for security or
belonging), low self-esteem, and a perception that they have few viable alternatives (in perhaps a tightened job market). They
passively comply in order to avoid punishment (Thoroughgood et al., 2012). Colluders, on the other hand, while mere shadows in
Simpson-land, are doing something themselves. Their affinity may be fueled by ambition or opportunism, ideological compatibility
or the opportunity to partake of the leader’s power and spoils. They can kiss up to the leader, tell on fellow group members or help
execute the leader’s nefarious orders (Uhl-Bien et al., 2014). Both create a convenient figure whose horrible behavior can be
rationalized and defended as being in the service of this legitimate leader, while also preventing anyone else from stepping forward
to stop them implicitly demonstrating that whatever they are doing is acceptable to the group.

3.4 Conducive Environments
The environment is the rich soil in which seeds of damaging leadership can grow. Such areas are generally volatile, uncertain and
weakly controlled (Padilla et al., 2007). Factors include organizational crises (financial instability, scandals), changes in the business
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environment (mergers, restructuring) and the perception of external threats to the organization (Krasikova et al., 2013). Importantly,
deteriorated governance structures, lack of transparency, weak boards and checks and balances all enable destructive leaders to act
with impunity. At the same time, a set of cultural norms that value blind obedience over speaking out, loyalty to people over values
and principles or low psychological safety also constitute essential enablers (Edmondson, 2018). In these climates, the ethics of
dissent is synonymous with betrayal and mechanisms to blow the whistle are either nonexistent or punitive.

3.5 Synergistic Interactions

It is the dynamic interaction of its constituents which discloses the model's actual explanatory power. A toxic leader (e.g. charismatic
narcissist) rises in a time of an organizational downfall (toxic environment). They offer the illusions of stability and success, groups
they can fill with followers who are frightened (conformers) or ambitious (colluders). They legitimize the leader's power by their
obedience and support. And the leader helps maintain the environment by tearing down any guardrails and promoting silence. This
leads to a harmful positive reinforcement loop in that each element reinforces the other elements becoming stronger and stronger
(more rigid) as it does, and therefore more resistant to change until so much damage has occurred for example an ethical breakdown,
financial calamity or wide spread worker psychological malaise and suffering (Mackey et al., 2021).

4. CONCLUSION AND IMPLICATIONS

This paper offers a critical synthesis of the toxic triangle framework, confirming its merit as an inclusive lens through which to view
toxic leadership as part of systemic dysfunction (rather than merely individual pathology). It has described how toxic leaders find a
foothold in crises, how the psychology of followers from fear to ambition sustains their compliance and how vulnerable institutional
contexts enable its proliferation. The main added value of this paper is embedding this model in contemporary digital workplaces
against hybrid, post-pandemic uncertain and volatile backgrounds that may enhance existing drawbacks and generate new ones
(e.g., digital monitoring, distancing employees from physical work place).

The implications for theory and practice are wide-ranging and necessitate action across system levels:

. For Corporate Governance and Boards: Oversight is more than financial metrics oversight includes a mandate for continual
monitoring of “corporate” culture, leader behavior and ethical climate. This includes, but is not limited to, the empowerment of
independent non-executive directors, reinforced anonymous and protected whistle-blowing mechanisms and genuine transparency
in decision-making (Harvey et al., 2021).

. For Leadership Development and Selection: Companies can no longer simply select leaders based on competence and
charisma. The assessment should measure integrity, humility, empathy and a track record of building other people up. Promotional
systems should credit athically correctly equate the bottom line; only thus will ethics-based judgments be rewarded (Hogan &
Kaiser, 2005).

. For Organizational Practice: Organizations must intentionally work to create cultures of psychological safety where
employees are not afraid to voice their opinions, push back on ideas, and raise concerns without fear of retribution (Edmondson,
2018). This takes honest speaking, ethical codes of conduct firmly supported by action, and leaders who displays weakness and
responsibility.

. For Policy and Society: At a macro level, strong, independent institutions, a free press, and robust legal protections for
whistleblowers are vital bulwarks against destructive leadership becoming endemic in public and private sectors.

Addressing the toxic triangle is going to require sustained vigilance and a multiarea approach. Future studies should empirically
examine the suggested mitigations and also investigate how each component of the model operates in the digital age—such as
evidence regarding whether social media forms anew type of conducive profusion, or if online communication enables manipulation
of leaderables. By thoroughly understanding and proactively dismantling the toxic triangle, organizations can forge a path toward
building more ethical, sustainable, and resilient systems for the future.
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