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How Money Meaning and Power Reinforce Destructive Leadership 

Money, meaning and power all play a role in the psychological make-up of the 

destructive leader. The intense desire for material things, the personal search for purpose, the 

unconscious longing to live on after death, and the un-relentless quest to affirm egos by being 

better than others -- all of these components, given susceptible followers and a conducive 

environment, can drive one toward destructive behavior. Jean Lipman-Blumen and Barbara 

Kellerman have helped us define the toxic/bad leader, and to be aware of why we are drawn to 

them. Now we will move our focus beyond, to the relation of money, meaning and power and 

how they support the behavior. When I first began to think about this project and started to 

ponder money, meaning and power, I felt power was the main force driving people downward. 

Upon more reflection of our studies this term, I realize all three are at work, one not being more 

or less than the other, but each just as strong the human mind. Our circumstances may warrant 

one to be more important in the short term, but essentially, all are equally important when 

discussing destructive leadership. Let us look at each separately and find the source of 

destruction in each.  

"Destructive leaders require investors (money), followers (power), and a 

supportive and sustainable network of true believers (meaning) and toxic cohorts 

seeded throughout the organization" (Goldman 2009 pp. 110 Kindle Edition). 

 
Money is a medium of exchange. It is an object of value in which we can purchase 

things. Our desire for things has overcome our need for basic goods and services and thus our 

desire has become a means of our own destruction as we sacrifice time and energy to obtain 

more and more. The love of money is a popular subject. Most of the parables of Jesus in the 

Bible have some connection with how money is used or abused. Benjamin Franklin once said,  
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“Money has never made man happy, nor will it, there is nothing in its nature to 

produce happiness. The more of it one has the more one wants.”   

This seems to be the case.  Those who have gained millions have often found themselves still 

seeking for inner peace (Roach n/d p.1). The Bible offers us scripture that warn us against the 

love of money and the destruction it can bring. In summary, the resource of money can be 

extremely helpful as long as it does not over-power us.  

Paul Piff (2013) offers some insight into how money affects the human mind in a 

negative way. In his video "Does Money Make You Mean?" which we viewed in week two of 

this course, he addresses how the mind makes sense of advantage. His study shows that feelings 

of empathy and compassion decrease while feelings of self entitlement and self interest increase 

when one feels to be at an advantage monetarily. To the person who has the advantage (or 

privilege) greed becomes good while self-interest becomes favorable and even moral. The 

ideology of self-interest is dangerous when it takes hold and there are definite negative effects of 

economic inequality within our minds and within our world. 

Meaning 

It is our human nature to seek meaning in our lives. Our efforts to have meaning or to 

have a purpose; to leave a legacy after we are gone, may compel us to do things that are out of 

character or even unethical. At times we may be willing to abandon our moral principles in order 

to legitimize our meaning or value (Ludwig et al., 1993 p. 267). The problem is, we measure our 

worth or value against what others hold as important versus our own core values. Once we are in 

the vulnerable state where we are willing to sacrifice our own values and ethics, destruction 

awaits. This is why having and understanding personal core values is so important and making 

decisions based on those values is vital. We become particularly vulnerable in the wake of 
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emotional trauma or disruptive change (sudden success or failure) and we search even harder for 

meaning at these times, which means we become more willing to sacrifice our true self in 

exchange for meaning. This is generally unconscious and if we recognize that it is happening, we 

generally rationalize or justify our actions. The quote from Goldman below shows how we can 

become self-focused to prove ourselves valuable to others and in the process, we lose 

compassion and empathy for others.  

 
"The hard business truths … were vested in the task driven data and productivity 

measurables. People skills were beside the point. Metrics were the legal tender" 

(Goldman, 2009 p. 14).  

 
In the Padilla's toxic triangle, pictured below, the destructive leader and the susceptible 

followers are seeking self-meaning. They are not measuring their value or purpose based on 

morals or core values but upon what others in the organization hold as valuable, such as position 

and power.  
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Power 

 
One's position gives one an option to impose ones' will upon another.  The option can 

become, rather than the choice to work with, an option to impose regardless and in the wrong 

hands, becomes a license to harm. 

There are some explanations as to why some would abuse the authority associated with 

their position. Personal gain is first. the existence of malice toward others (economic, social, 

political, religious, ethnic and racial) injustices is next. One that is not so clear is managerial or 

leadership incompetence. This is a significant factor when it comes to such abuses within 

business, professional and political circles. 

Power is that to which leadership necessarily defaults in the absence of being able to 

contain and process meaning with others and within oneself. In the absence of functional 

processing and meaning there can only be the dynamics of imposition, will and power. We 

should add to this to the alarming fact that many individuals, by way of promotion or other 

circumstances, eventually find themselves holding positions of authority that exceed their 

leadership/consciousness capabilities to function within meaning rather than power (Azziz 2011 

p. 1).  

Power corrupts because it gives a person a position, which gives a person a false sense 

that he/she has a license or right to impose will upon others. What happens is that people's egos 

become inflated and reality becomes arbitrary. In the words of Azziz, power corrupts because it 

gives license to unconsciousness, and in so doing it not only destroys the growth opportunity of 

the victim of such imposition, but no less the growth opportunity of the victimizer. Failure to 

engage another in consciousness, not only does the other individual harm, but it no less does 
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serious harm to oneself, for in both cases the precious opportunity to extend consciousness by 

way of self-organizing nature is altogether lost, corrupted (Azziz  2011 p. 1). 

 
"For better or for worse, it is not unusual for a company to unwittingly internalize 

and reproduce the personality and behavioral patterns of its CEO. According to 

Dr. Silverton, the coach advising Cal Burton, “the Bentley corporate culture had 

gradually taken on the characteristics of the CEO’s intermittent explosive 

disorder.” Deeply entrenched at the core of the company, Burton’s emotional 

turbulence and outbursts morphed into an insidious institutional virus. The 

intermittent explosive disorder seeped into the interpersonal and structural 

existence of the Bentley Pacific workplace. The ramifications of Burton’s 

destructive behavior loomed larger than life and set a toxic agenda for the entire 

organization. The CEO’s explosiveness reverberated because he occupied a 

central role in the organization" (Goldman 2009 p. 11).  

 
Like in the toxic triangle (Padilla et al., 2007), all three components (Destructive Leader, 

Susceptible Followers, Conducive Environment) must be in place. It is the same with Money, 

Meaning and Power. I would relate the quest for power to the destructive leader in the triangle, 

the search for meaning to the susceptible follower and the focus of money on the 

organization/environment. The question is, how can this be changed? What if we could change 

the organizational focus and increase the meaning of people? If we could then flatten the 

hierarchy to address the power inequality and reward ethical and values-based behavior, this may 

be a strong start towards positive change.  
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How We Can View Money Meaning and Power Differently 
 

Our society must rethink and redefine leadership transforming it into a collaborative 

process versus a position of privilege and power. In this new understanding of leadership, the 

process must be "two-way" where both leaders and followers work together to achieve the goals 

of the organization. To transform this leadership paradigm, I have three recommended steps an 

organization's leadership must commit to taking to start and sustain this type of transformation: 

1. Increase the priority of meaning (positive change) within the organization. 

Money is important but it cannot be the entire focus of leadership.  

2. Flatten hierarchy; distributing power, such as experimenting with a 

holocratic structure, shared leadership or relational leadership models.  

3. Establish or increase the priority of a human resources and a moral frame 

where people and culture are valued more than profit, and where ethics 

and values are upheld at all costs. Diminish political frames.  

 

Avoiding Destructive Leadership 

Throughout this course and this Master's program, destructive and toxic leadership has 

been a primary theme, and my main area of interest as well. I have had many experiences with 

unethical leaders who have destroyed people, organizations and poisoned the workplace. Upon 

reflection, it is not always about money, but more about power, self-meaning and ego for these 

types of leaders. I have become somewhat of an expert on bad leadership as a result of this 

program accompanied by life experiences. With this knowledge and understanding I would like 

to share some methods for avoiding the emergence of destructive leadership in the workplace: 
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• Become aware and educated. 

o Understand the roles that money, meaning and power play in destructive 

leadership. 

• Establish recruiting and interviewing programs that screen and test for destructive 

behaviors. 

• Prepare and protect with training and prevention programs such as ethics training, a 

defined code of ethics, defined shared values, and a mission, vision and purpose that 

uphold ethics and values. 

• Live your ethics and values and make decisions based on them. 

• Establish a safe manner for employees to question leadership decisions. 

• Establish a safe and confidential channel for reporting questionable behavior. 

• Establish an audit system for monitoring and accountability. 

 
As a leader, striving to build and to uphold a positive, ethical environment is key and it 

must be a main priority which the entire organization supports. Everyone must be educated and 

aware of the psychological phenomenon to which we are prone and susceptible, and when these 

types of situations are more likely to emerge; such as after sudden change, failure or emotional 

trauma. Leaders must be able to recognize these situations and be prepared to address issues and 

knowing when to support or confront the behavior. DeVries (2014) offers an excellent resource:  

"Coaching the Toxic Leader" which is a guide for identifying certain destructive behaviors, 

addressing the behaviors and coaching for the destructive individual. 
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If our organizations are not prepared to address destructive leadership or to prevent it, 

then it will fester and grow… it will not dissipate on its own. Uhl-Bien et al (2007) provide the 

following steps to implement positive change in terms of destructive leadership: 

 
1. Move away from command and control cultures. 

2. Promote ethical climates. 

3. Rethink leadership. 

4. Foster climates of responsibility rather than hierarchy. 

5. Value upward leadership. 

 
 These steps can be achieved with education and training for the organization. In addition, 

a forward thinking organization must take preventative steps with extensive training to protect 

against bad leadership traps. Self-awareness, emotional intelligence and mindfulness are three 

areas I think about first when I think about training the workforce to protect against toxicity.  

 
"Researchers and consultants have continued to push the EI message in corporate 

circles. Influenced by a wellspring of emotional intelligence publications and 

training programs, Fortune 500s treat emotions in the workplace, affirmative or 

toxic, as both formidable and contagious. When a CEO readily communicates 

compassion, anger, or aloofness, it rapidly spreads through the office space of 

JVC, American Express, Costco, Nissan, Disneyland Paris, and Honeywell. As a 

poster child for emotional intelligence in the workplace, Libby Sartain of 

Southwest Airlines was committed to growing a corporate culture of employees 

who exuded passion and established caring relationships with coworkers and 

customers" (Sartain 2003) (Goldman 2009 p. 14). 
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Next is effective dialogue, collaboration and conflict management; tools that are not 

utilized as they should be in organizations today and tools that can make a profound difference in 

operations and relationships. Relationship building, team building and a strong "people as a 

priority" philosophy cannot be overlooked and are just as important as emotional intelligence and 

collaboration. I cannot emphasize the need for understanding psychology enough. Leaders today 

should all have a good grasp on the complexities of the human mind and the dynamics related to 

how humans handle certain types of change and experiences so that they can understand when 

and how to support employees or when and how to confront certain types of behavior.  

 
Conclusion 

 
Understanding the good, the bad, and the potential for destructive behavior is at the root 

of change for the way we view leadership. Structural changes and education are necessary to 

move forward. We must change our bureaucratic model which is premised in hierarchy and 

authority to a new model that expands the definition of leadership beyond the downward actions 

to behavior that can occur anywhere in any direction in the organization (Uhl-Bien et al., 2007 p. 

189). New models are designed around shared and relational leadership. Meaning, or positive 

change, is a priority in these new models as well as a philosophy that upholds people, ethics, 

values and positive culture. Money and power are still important components, and always will 

be, be but the way we choose to manage money and power within new ways of leadership is 

what will make the difference.  

We must not to measure our value or worth based on material goods or status, or the 

approval of others. We must become self-aware with a true understanding of our personal core 

values, morals and ethics, while upholding those at any cost.  If leadership can become a two-
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way influence, where individuals who would normally be followers become active and 

compelled participants in the leadership process (Uhl-Bien et al., 2007 p. 190), then effective 

collaboration can begin and a new vision of leadership can emerge.  
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