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Abstract

With minimal emphasis on the Liberian context, this article addresses the pervasive issue of sycophancy, the act of excessive
flattery and uncritical compliance toward authority, which has historically undermined effective leadership. Employing two
interconnected qualitative research methods, literature review and content analysis, this study draws on secondary sources to
examine the dynamics and consequences of sycophantic behavior within various leadership contexts. It references a range of

historical examples from political regimes, law enforcement, corporate sectors, and religious institutions that have encountered
failures due to this behavior.

The theoretical framework of the paper emphasizes the systemic risks that arise when leaders are surrounded by ‘“yes-men”
instead of critical advisors. Additionally, the research explores the psychological and organizational factors that drive sycophancy,
including fear, selfish ambition, and cognitive biases, offering a nuanced understanding of its persistence.

The findings offer practical lessons for contemporary leaders, emphasizing the importance of fostering dissent, promoting
transparency, and cultivating cultures of accountability.

In conclusion, the article posits that recognizing and addressing sycophantic tendencies is crucial for developing resilient,
adaptive, and ethical leadership in today’s complex socio-political and organizational landscapes.
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Introduction

A survey of the literature on leadership failure provides
inexhaustible factors and underlying causes. For instance, Fratiloiu
et al. (2023) identified various pressures that influence leaders'
behaviors at the societal, industry, and organizational levels.
According to the authors, these pressures serve as significant
contributing factors to leadership failure. Exploring the types of
leadership failure and the lessons learned, Sahni (2024) outlined
lack of vision, ineffective communication, inability to manage
change, and decision-making mistakes as the main drivers or
causes associated with leadership failure.

In their contribution to the literature, Longenecker and Donahue
(2024) pinpointed several critical factors undermining effective
leadership. These include emotional unintelligence, a lack of
personal integrity, character, and trustworthiness, as well as
inadequate situational awareness and operating without clarity.
Additionally, the authors noted failures in personal development
for success and shortcomings in equipping, developing, coaching,
engaging, empowering, motivating, and fostering ownership
among team members. Supported by practical examples that serve
as empirical evidence, the above factors that resonate with the
fabric of human civilization and history, leading to leadership
failure, are undeniably significant.

As part of the ongoing discussion on factors contributing to
leadership failure, this article highlights the perils of sycophancy as
it relates to the cause. With an emphasis on the Liberian society as
the contextual background and drawing from observations, the
purpose is to encourage modern leaders to reflect on some
historical lessons. The text contributes to the ongoing discussion
from at least three distinct segments.

The first segment, which is essential for any academic paper,
establishes the theoretical framework. It features two enduring
theories that continue to resonate in contemporary leadership
discourse: leader-member exchange (LMX) theory and
transformational leadership theory. Rather than merely revisiting
these theories, this segment explores their connections to
sycophancy and elucidates the underlying factors that foster it.
Moreover, it positions sycophancy as the central focus of the
article.

With little emphasis on the Liberian society as the contextual
background, the second segment offers historical examples that
illustrate how sycophancy has substantially contributed to notable
leadership failures. Following this, it provides a general outline of
how sycophancy can lead to leadership breakdowns.

Finally, the third segment delivers the conclusion of the paper.

Methodological Foundation

This article utilizes two interconnected qualitative research
methods that rely on secondary sources or data. The first is a
literature review that examines scholars' perceptions regarding
sycophancy and its connection to leadership failure.

The second method is content analysis through thematic discourse,
aimed at analyzing speeches, writings, media, and other relevant
literature that depict sycophantic behavior. The literature analysis
highlights themes such as flattery, fear of dissent, and loyalty
prioritized over competence. Additionally, the analysis compares
both the frequency and context of these themes between historical
and contemporary examples.

Contribution to Knowledge
This article or topic contributes to knowledge in several important
ways.

Firstly, it addresses a gap in the literature. While studies on
leadership frequently focus on "bad leadership" or "yes-man"
behavior in isolation, few works explicitly identify sycophancy as a
primary mechanism of failure and draw lessons from various
historical contexts.

This article could also serve as a valuable resource for leadership
training and development, making it particularly useful for
educational programs that emphasize resistance to manipulative
flattery.

Lastly, given the universal nature of leadership, the topic
demonstrates interdisciplinary relevance. It intersects with fields
such as history, political science, law enforcement, organizational
behavior, ethics, etc., appealing to a diverse research audience and
encouraging cross-disciplinary scholarship.

Theoretical Framework

As mentioned in the introduction, this article adopts two enduring
theories that continue to resonate in contemporary leadership
discourse: leader-member exchange (LMX) theory and
transformational leadership theory.

The Leader-Member Exchange (LMX) Theory

Advanced by several scholars, such as George B. Graen,
considered the founding father, Mary Uhl-Bien, Terri A. Scandura,
Robert C. Liden, and Fred Dansereau Jr, the core assumption of the
theory is that leaders develop different quality relationships with
subordinates or followers. This relationship manifests in two
dimensions. High-quality exchanges foster trust and open
communication, whereas low-quality exchanges typically involve
mere compliance without constructive feedback (Graen & Uhl-
Bien, 1995). This suggests that effective leaders embrace the first
dimension, valuing relationships with their subordinates that
facilitate trust and open dialogue, both of which are vital for the
organization's growth and development. They welcome critical
perspectives, dissent, and corrective feedback, thereby avoiding the
pitfalls of sycophancy (Liden & Maslyn, 1998).

The second dimension of this theory is particularly pertinent to the
topic at hand. It is characterized by low-quality exchanges that
often involve mere compliance without the benefit of constructive
feedback (Scandura & Graen, 1984). In essence, this second
dimension stands in stark contrast to the first, which embraces
critical perspectives as constructive input. It embodies the “Yes,
Sir” or “Consider it done” mentality. Leaders who adhere to this
relational dynamic are susceptible to the risks of sycophancy, as
sycophantic followers or subordinates often seek to align
themselves with the leader’s "in-group" through flattery and
agreement, rather than offering critical insights and honest
feedback. The lack of tolerance for dissent and corrective feedback
fosters an atmosphere of blind loyalty, which can ultimately lead to
poor decision-making (Dansereau, Graen & Haga, 1975). Simply
put, sycophantic behavior emerges because followers seek high-
status relationships with the leaders.

Despite being formulated decades ago, this theory retains its
relevance in contemporary leadership discussions, as it offers
valuable insights into the underlying causes of leadership failure
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Shortcomings/Limitations of the Leader-Member Exchange
Theory

From an academic standpoint, it is quite uncommon for a theory to
be flawless or devoid of limitations. Several factors contribute to
this assertion. Firstly, academic disciplines are characterized by
pluralism, often encompassing competing paradigms. What may be
regarded as a strength in one framework could easily be viewed as
a limitation in another. Additionally, many theories originate
within specific cultural, economic, or historical contexts. When
these theories are applied in different settings or eras, they may
lose their relevance or encounter new criticisms. In this context, the
leader-member exchange theory is no exception, as it is subject to
its fair share of limitations.

Proclivity for Favoritism and Inequity

Excessive focus on the differential treatment of the in-group
(sycophants) versus the out-group (those who are critical-minded
or dissenting) tends to foster favoritism and inequity. As a result, it
has the proclivity to create perceptions of unfairness,
discrimination, or favoritism, ultimately harming team cohesion
and overall morale within an organization or institution. In the
context of Liberian society, it is challenging to refute the validity
of this assertion or to overlook the shortcomings that exist in many
organizations, institutions, and agencies.

Ethical Concerns

Because the theory implicitly normalizes differential treatment by
leaders, it could be misused to justify exclusion, nepotism, or
unethical power dynamics that destroy an organization.

In conclusion, this paper submits that despite the obvious
limitations, the leader-member exchange theory offers valuable
insight relevant to the discourse or literature on leadership failure.

Transformational Leadership Theory

To some readers, it may seem unusual to associate transformational
leadership theory with the theme of this paper. One of the
objectives of research is to illuminate the unknown. In this context,
this paper draws a connection between transformational leadership
theory and the risk of sycophancy.

Pioneered by distinguished scholars such as James MacGregor
Burns, Bernard M. Bass, Bruce J. Avolio, and Kouzes and Posner,
the core tenet of transformational leadership theory posits that
leaders inspire and motivate their followers toward a shared vision
through charisma, intellectual stimulation, and individualized
consideration (Burns, 1978; Kouzes & Posner, 1987; Bass, 1990;
Avolio & Bass, 2004).

While charisma is undeniably vital for effective leadership, Yukl
(2013) contends that overreliance on this trait can lead followers to
seek approval through flattery instead of engaging in constructive
dissent. Consequently, the potential for intellectual stimulation
wanes when followers hesitate to challenge the leader’s
perspectives (Yukl, 2006). Simply put, charisma is important for
leadership but relying on it too much can make followers flatter the
leader instead of offering honest feedback. As a result, people may
stop questioning ideas, which reduces creativity and critical
thinking.

Shortcomings of Transformational Leadership Theory

The shortcomings of transformational leadership theory can
inadvertently create an environment where sycophancy develops in
the following ways:

Overemphasis on the Leader’s Charisma and Vision

The significant focus on a leader's personal qualities can elevate
their status to a near "heroic” level, leading followers to avoid
criticism or dissent to preserve their favor. As a result, followers
may engage in flattering behaviors to align with the leader’s vision
and persona, fearing social or professional repercussions if they
challenge or disagree (Kellerman, 2004; Tourish & Vatcha, 2005).

Dependency on Inspirational Motivation

The pitfall is that followers can become emotionally dependent on
the leader’s vision, leading to blind loyalty rather than critical
engagement. This can suppress honest feedback and promote
sycophantic behaviors, as followers may see dissent as disloyalty
(Conger,1990).

Intellectual Stimulation Can Be Undermined

While intellectual stimulation is a vital element of transformational
leadership theory, it can be compromised in practice if followers
fear contradicting the leader (Bass & Awvolio, 1994). This
apprehension about upsetting the leader’s charismatic image or
disrupting group cohesion may discourage followers from
providing constructive criticism. As a result, it can stifle critical
thinking and innovation, leading to superficial agreement instead
(Eisenbeiss, van Knippenberg, & Boerner, 2008).

Risk of Leader-Centric Power Dynamics

Owing to the claim that the theory centers around the leader’s
transformational influence, power dynamics skew heavily toward
the leader. As such, followers may adopt sycophantic behaviors as
survival tactics or as a means to gain rewards, recognition, or
advancement (Mawritz et al, 2012; Ferris, 1995)

In conclusion, this article submits that despite the obvious
shortcomings of the transformational leadership theory, however, it
offers a valuable insight useful to discuss some of the causes for
leadership failure.

Brief Conceptualization of Sycophancy (Liberia Context)

With close reference to the text of this paper, sycophancy is
conceptualized not simply as flattery, but as a systemic behavioral
pattern in which individuals or groups deliberately suppress
dissent, exaggerate approval, and align their views uncritically with
those in power to secure favor, protection, or advancement
(Tourish, 2013; Kunda, 2006)

As a concept, sycophancy manifests in many ways, to name a few.
Behaviorally, it manifests as exaggerated praise, selective reporting
of facts, avoidance of constructive criticism, and unquestioning
loyalty (Tourish, 2013; Padilla et al, 2007). From psychological
and organizational dynamics, it is driven by fear of reprisal,
ambition for personal gain, or internalized belief in the leader’s
infallibility (Kets de Vries, 2006; Ashforth & Anand, 2003).
Moreover, Westphal & Stern (2006) empirically argue that
ingratiatory and sycophantic behaviors are used strategically by
subordinates to gain access to leadership positions and personal
advancement.

This article presents several fundamental insights about sycophants
that are challenging to counter or refute, especially in the Liberian
context.

To start, most sycophants are acutely aware of the detrimental
impact their behavior can have on the organization's reputation.
While they may feel a twinge of conscience regarding this risk,
they often choose to overlook it in favor of the material benefits
they receive. Furthermore, in their pursuit of future advantages or
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to maintain their current status, or even to secure a higher position
following a leadership change, many sycophants tend to gossip
about their leaders to those they believe might rise to power next.
This is one of the saddest impacts unknown to most leaders. They
forget to realize or are probably not aware of the caution from Ron
Carucci, a leadership researcher and author, “Leaders are
surrounded by liars,” most of whom are sycophants (Carucci,
2016).

Additionally, sycophants often exhibit a notable lack of
competence, relying on their behavior as a means of survival. They
frequently refer to themselves with titles like "Team this" or "Team
that," which are often displayed visibly on T-shirts.

In contemporary Liberian society, sycophancy is particularly
evident on social media, especially through Facebook posts,
videos, and podcasts. Sycophants often utilize resources likely
provided by their leaders to rationalize wrongdoing, defend the
indefensible, and legitimize the illegitimate. Due to their
intellectual limitations, they are often quick to exhibit incivility
that breaches social norms of respect and politeness, particularly
associated with public discourse. In other words, their incivility is
triggered by what this paper termed as their “allergic reaction” to
hardcore facts, truth, and dissenting opinions.

Historical Cases where Sycophancy Fueled Leadership
Failures

In order to support the theoretical framework outlined in this
article, this section offers a historical analysis of how sycophancy
has significantly contributed to leadership failures. The brief cases
presented from political corporations, law enforcement, and
biblical narratives provide valuable insights for modern leadership.
They illustrate both historical and contemporary examples of
leaders whose decisions were compromised by sycophancy, which
distorted their judgment, discouraged honest feedback, and resulted
in poor governance.

Political Environment

There are strong pieces of evidence suggesting that some political
leaders or presidents encountered fiascos because of surrounding
themselves with sycophants.

William V.S. Tubman (Liberia 1944-1971)

History demonstrates that Tubman's 27-year regime could not have
been sustained without a culture of sycophancy that weakened
institutional checks and balances, discouraged constructive dissent,
and contributed to governance issues in  subsequent
administrations, particularly during William R. Tolbert’s tenure
and the aftermath of the 1980 coup (Hlophe, 1979).

Tubman maintained strong executive control, consolidating power
within the presidency. Decision-making was highly personalized,
and dissent or criticism was often interpreted as opposition to the
state itself. He positioned himself as “the father of modern
Liberia,” fostering an environment of adulation among his
supporters (Liberiainfo, n.d.).

Government and party elites frequently engaged in overt flattery,
underscoring Tubman’s vision and leadership while deliberately
avoiding open dissent. The True Whig Party, which Tubman led,
effectively functioned as the sole political party, creating a
landscape of one-party dominance where political conformity was
rewarded, and loyalty was directed towards him personally rather
than to state institutions (Massaquoi, 1971). Access to political
office and economic opportunities often hinged on demonstrating

allegiance to Tubman rather than merit or policy discourse.
Meanwhile, political opponents and dissenting voices, such as D.
Tweh, were routinely marginalized or co-opted (Liebenow, 1987).

A key instrument of control was the Public Relations Officers
(PRO) system—officials who monitored and reported to Tubman.
These observers fostered a courtlike atmosphere, discouraging
dissent and enforcing flattery and obedience among civil servants
and politicians (Gerdes, 2013).

Blaise Compaoré (Burkina Faso ,1987 to 2014)

Blaise Compaoré’s 27-year rule over Burkina Faso is often
characterized by his embrace of sycophants, particularly in the later
stages of his leadership. After seizing power in 1987, Compaoré
strengthened his authority by suppressing dissent and promoting
loyalists who seldom questioned his policies (Englebert, 1996). His
party, the Congress for Democracy and Progress (CDP), served
more as a vehicle for personal loyalty than for ideological
discourse. The regime relied heavily on patronage networks, where
loyalty was rewarded with government positions and business
opportunities (Harsch, 2014). Critics frequently observed that
members of Compaoré’s inner circle refrained from public
criticism, even when his policies, such as constitutional
amendments to extend his tenure, garnered unpopularity.
Opposition voices were silenced, and civil servants often praised
Compaoré to gain political favor and further their careers (Harsch,
2014).

In 2014, Compaoré’s attempt to amend the constitution to
eliminate term limits sparked widespread protests. Many who had
once been loyal swiftly abandoned him, revealing that their
allegiance was more opportunistic than ideological or based on
merit (Hilgers & Loada, 2013).

Nicolae Ceausescu (Romania, 1965-1989)

History shows that Nicolae Ceausescu's regime was surrounded by
officials from the Romanian Communist Party who flattered him
and never dared to challenge his ideas. His wife, Elena, was
elevated to a high-ranking position despite her lack of expertise
and competence (Boia, 2001). Policies such as widespread
systematization, which involved demolishing villages to create
urban centers, along with reckless debt repayment plans,
devastated the economy (Verdery, 1991). The Romanian society's
limited tolerance for the repercussions of Ceausescu's poor
governance, driven by sycophancy, ultimately resulted in a surge
of public discontent and protest in 1989. In a rapid turn of events,
Ceausescu's inner circle and loyalists swiftly abandoned him,
leading to his capture and execution (Siani-Davies, 2005).

Mobutu Sese Seko (Zaire, 1965-1997)

Notorious for his lavish lifestyle, he fostered a culture of
sycophancy that ultimately contributed to his downfall. His inner
circle lauded him excessively, dubbing him the “Father of the
Nation” and the “Guide of the Revolution” (Young & Turner,
1985). Corruption flourished as no one dared to criticize his
opulent way of life or challenge the economic mismanagement
(Turner, 2007; Wrong, 2001). Ultimately, the state faced economic
collapse, infrastructure deteriorated, and when rebellion erupted in
1997, his loyalists deserted him; the demoralized population and
military offered minimal resistance (Prunier, 2009).

Ferdinand Marcos (Philippines, 1965-1986)

Similar to his two counterparts, Marcos’s regime was marked by a
pervasive culture of sycophancy, where criticism was never
tolerated. His advisers and loyalists consistently assured him that

Copyright © ISRG Publishers. All rights Reserved.
DOI: 10.5281/zenodo.16870942




his popularity remained robust, despite the rising unrest (McCoy,
1999; Overholt, 1986). They orchestrated fraudulent election
victories and minimized the significance of economic issues. When
the limits of tolerance among the oppressed masses were finally
reached, Marcos’s supporters and loyalists found themselves
unable to defend or protect him. As a result, he was compelled to
flee into exile in 1986 (Thompson, 1995).

The Corporate Environment

There are strong pieces of evidence suggesting that some corporate
leaders or executives encountered fiascos because of surrounding
themselves with sycophants.

Elizabeth Holmes (Theranos)

Elizabeth Anne Holmes, an American biotechnology entrepreneur
and convicted felon, was the founder and CEO of Theranos. Along
with her COO, Sunny Balwani, she reportedly fostered a highly
secretive work environment where employees were discouraged
from questioning company practices. Those who raised concerns
often faced marginalization or were forced out (Parloff, 2015).
This climate stifled open debate and dissent within the
organization.

The board of Theranos consisted of prominent figures who, despite
their influence, lacked technical expertise in medical diagnostics
(e.g., Henry Kissinger, George Shultz, James Mattis). Their loyalty
to Holmes often led them to accept her claims without seeking
independent scientific verification (Carreyrou, 2018).

Whistleblowers, including Tyler Shultz and Erika Cheung, testified
to a corporate culture that was hostile toward dissenters and
rewarded those who aligned with Holmes's vision without question
(U.S. v. Elizabeth Holmes, et al., Trial Transcripts, 2021-2022).
The decline of Theranos began in 2015 when a series of

journalistic and regulatory investigations raised doubts about the
company's assertions and whether Holmes had misled investors
and government entities (Carreyrou, 2018).

Kodak Leadership (1990s—-2000s)

Sycophancy evidence clearly explains that Kodak executives failed
to transition from film to digital, despite having invented the digital
camera accounted for the company's fiasco. Leaders clung to film
profitability and avoided dissenting voices advocating digital
adoption. Consequently, Kodak filed for bankruptcy in 2012
(Lucas & Goh, 2009).

Adam Neumann (WeWork)

Neumann cultivated a charismatic, cult-like culture in which his
ideas went largely unchallenged. Evidence of sycophancy indicates
that both executives and investors overlooked erratic decisions,
including the ambitious mission of “elevating the world’s
consciousness,” as well as significant personal cash-outs.
Furthermore, SoftBank’s Masayoshi Son is said to have endorsed
Neumann’s grand vision without conducting proper due diligence.
Ultimately, the failed IPO in 2019 revealed financial instability and
questionable leadership practices. Under pressure, Neumann
resigned, and WeWork’s valuation plummeted from $47 billion to
below $10 billion (Brown, 2021).

The Law Enforcement Environment

There are strong pieces of evidence suggesting that some law
enforcement executives encountered fiasco because of surrounding
themselves with sycophants.

Sheriff Joe Arpaio (Maricopa County, Arizona, USA)

Known as “America’s Toughest Sheriff,” Arpaio earned a
reputation for his controversial practices, including the notorious
“Tent City” jail and aggressive immigration enforcement. Reports
indicated that his command staff often refrained from challenging
his increasingly extreme policies or advising him on potential legal
risks due to fears of retaliation or losing favor. His downfall came
in 2017 when he was found guilty of criminal contempt for defying
a federal court order to cease discriminatory policing practices,
although he was later pardoned. His department faced numerous
lawsuits that ultimately cost taxpayers millions, as noted by the
U.S. Department of Justice (2011; Roberts, 2017).

Chief Daryl Gates (Los Angeles Police Department, USA)

Gates headed the LAPD during the infamous Rodney King beating
in 1991 and the subsequent riots in 1992. Analysts have noted that
his leadership style cultivated a “command and control” culture,
characterized by discouragement of dissent and an environment
where subordinates often aligned themselves uncritically with his
views, even as relations between the community and police
deteriorated. As a result, Gates ultimately resigned under pressure
after the Christopher Commission's 1991 findings revealed
systemic issues, including a lack of accountability and resistance to
reform (Christopher Commission Report, 1991; Buntin, 2010).

Mark Saunders (Toronto Police Chief, Canada)

Saunders served as Toronto’s police chief from 2015 to 2020.
Critics contended that internal dissent was often suppressed and
that decision-making frequently adhered to a top-down model, with
limited input from dissenting voices (Rankin & Brown, 2020).
Evidence of sycophancy indicated that some senior staff were
reluctant to challenge or provide advice against controversial
policing decisions, particularly during public protests and issues
involving community relations. His resignation came early amid
criticism of leadership choices concerning carding (street checks),
policing within racialized communities, and the management of
large-scale public demonstrations (Deshman, 2021).

Biblical Environment

The holy Bible, read by the people who subscribe to the doctrine of
Christianity, is also replete with instances or pieces of evidence of
leaders who failed because of sycophancy (flattery, insincere
loyalty, or failure to give truthful counsel).

King Rehoboam

Following Solomon's death, Rehoboam sought advice on how to
address the people's demand for eased burdens. His advisers
flattered him and encouraged a harsh display of power rather than
wise counsel. Ultimately, influenced by these sycophantic advisers,
his decision resulted in the division of the kingdom into Judah and
Israel, thereby weakening the Davidic monarchy (see 1 Kings
12:1-16; 2 Chronicles 10:1-19).

King Saul

During his reign, Saul frequently surrounded himself with
individuals who affirmed his desires, placing a higher value on
popularity than on obedience to God. His officials and subjects
indulged his ego rather than providing needed corrections in
response to his disobedience to God's commands. As a result, Saul
ultimately lost both God’s favor and his kingship, having chosen
flattery and public approval over the prophetic truths
communicated by Samuel (see 1 Samuel 15:24-30; 18:7-9).
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King Ahab

Ahab was determined to attack Ramoth-Gilead and sought counsel
from the prophets. According to the account, in addition to
Micaiah, a true prophet who warned of disaster, there were 400
court prophets associated with his inner circle who confidently
predicted victory. Ultimately, Ahab chose to disregard Micaiah's
honest warning. Consequently, he met his demise in battle, having
listened instead to the flattering words of the court prophets (refer
to 1 Kings 22:1-28).

Lessons Learned from the Above Cases

A fair analysis of all the above historical cases points to leadership
failures. These failures suggest the imperative need for a leadership
learning outline below.

Distortion of Feedback

The above cases provided demonstrate that leaders surrounded by
sycophants receive flawed or biased information, as their
subordinates tend to avoid conveying uncomfortable truths or
making difficult decisions. This results in a lack of situational
awareness, ultimately leading to uninformed or misguided policies
(Heifetz & Linsky, 2002; Kets de Vries, 1990; Trevino & Nelson,
2021).

Erosion of Accountability

These cases also highlight how sycophants often protect leaders
from criticism and external scrutiny. This creates an echo chamber
in which dissent is suppressed and poor decisions go unchallenged,
contributing to a decline in effective leadership (Tourish, 2013;
Kets de Vries, 1990).

Poor Decision-Making

The cases also illustrate that without constructive criticism, leaders
can develop overconfidence and fall into groupthink, increasing
their susceptibility to strategic errors. Sycophancy stifles
intellectual diversity, limiting creativity and innovation in problem-
solving (Janis, 1972; Nemeth, 2018).

Loss of Trust and Credibility

The cases also highlight that when followers perceive that leaders
prioritize loyalty over competence, it undermines morale. As a
result, organizations or states may face institutional decay, as merit
and expertise are pushed aside (Kets de Vries, 1993; Tullock,
1987; Acemoglu & Robinson, 2012).

Conclusion

The historical analysis presented in this article highlights a
consistent and sobering reality: sycophancy undermines the very
foundations of effective leadership. Across various contexts, be it
politics, law enforcement, corporate settings, or religious
institutions, leaders who surround themselves with uncritical
admirers and compliant subordinates create blind spots that
jeopardize sound decision-making. From Nicolae Ceausescu's
disastrous economic policies in Romania to the prolonged
leadership of Blaise Compaoré in Burkina Faso, William V.S.
Tubman's extensive rule in Liberia, and corporate failures like
Theranos under Elizabeth Holmes, sycophancy emerges as more
than just an organizational inconvenience; it reveals a structural
vulnerability with profound social, economic, and political
ramifications.

The lessons are unequivocal: leaders must actively foster cultures
of openness where both critical and supportive feedback are
encouraged and valued. Establishing systems of accountability,

embracing diverse perspectives, and facilitating constructive
dissent are essential measures to avert the organizational decay that
sycophancy breeds. Furthermore, it is the moral duty of followers
and organizational stakeholders to engage critically, resist the
allure of blind loyalty, and safeguard institutional integrity.

Finally, the perils of sycophancy are not confined to history; they
persist today. Leaders who neglect to confront this tendency risk
repeating the mistakes of the past, with potentially dire outcomes
such as economic collapse, organizational failure, or the erosion of
public trust. Thus, the historical lessons implore leaders to commit
deliberately to humility, ethical clarity, and the courage to
acknowledge and respond to uncomfortable truths.

Disclaimer

The views and opinions expressed in this article are those of the
author and do not necessarily reflect the official policy or position
of any affiliated organization, institution, or employer. All content
provided is for academic and informational purposes only. The
author makes no representations as to the accuracy, completeness,
suitability, or validity of any information contained herein and will
not be liable for any errors, omissions, or delays in this information
or any losses, injuries, or damage(s) arising from its display or use.
Readers are advised to verify any information before acting upon
it.
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