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Introduction
Recent instances of unethical leadership have demonstrated the extent to which ethical guidelines can be ignored in pursuing one’s interests over those of the group. Such instances have often shown that unrestrained power may have disastrous outcomes for organizations, such as in the Enron scandal that resulted in the company’s decline over several years in the early 21st Century. As such, there is a need to understand the circumstances that promote unethical behavior among organizational leaders. Zimbardo (2006) provides the conceptual background on which we can analyze these circumstances. Furthermore, the works of Keltner, Langner, and Allison (2006) and Hill (2006) are essential in constructing the foundation for our understanding of what motivates unethical behavior among leaders who are provided unrestrained power. Subsequently, we can apply their concepts in explaining corruption among individuals in power, as well as what separates those leaders who can exercise their restraints. These can then be applied in analyzing the role of unrestrained power in Enron’s downfall, after which various recommendations can be made to curb such instances in the future.
Conceptual Foundation
Zimbardo (2006) warns us that in attempting to explain unethical behavior, we should be careful to avoid succumbing to the Fundamental Attribution Bias, which he defines as our natural inclination to translate someone’s action into a certain attribute about them without considering the circumstances that made them act unethically. Fundamentally, Zimbardo argues that this bias stems from an individualistic society that has faulty social and political mechanisms which condition us to focus on the individual who does the action and ignore the role of the community around them in creating the circumstances that cultivate unethical behaviour in individuals. In employing this individualist perspective, therefore, we naturally absolve the society of any blame in perpetuating unethical behavior in its leaders (Zimbardo, 2006). Consequently, Zimbardo (2006) invites us to objectively analyze the circumstances that push leaders to act unethically rather than analyze what the unethical action implies about the leaders’ characters. By doing this, we can identify the faults in our societal frameworks that cultivate thought patterns and behaviors that result in unethical behavior in our leaders.
Consequently, Zimbardo (2006) puts forward an 11-step plan for civic virtue which outlines the actions that everyone can take to create a societal framework that supports ethical behavior in its leaders. The first step entails accepting one’s decision-making errors to avoid rationalizing unethical behavior. Secondly, individuals should be mindful of their actions and contemplate the outcomes of these actions before doing them. Moreover, we should practice being liable for our actions, as well as avoid engaging in seemingly insignificant unethical behavior as this sets the basis for future more significant unethical acts. The fifth step involves pointing out unethical leaders, which is supplemented by enhancing effective decision-making through objectively analyzing the morality of one’s actions. Also, ethical behavior should be rewarded, and individuals should learn to acknowledge the differences in the people around them. Individuals should also deliberately question why they conform to certain societal standards while working towards reinforcing other people’s self-worth (Zimbardo, 2006). Lastly, Zimbardo (2006) implores us to resist the urge to cling to elusive promises of security in exchange for our freedoms. These steps will create ideal social circumstances for ethical behavior in our leaders.
Keltner, Langner, and Allison (2006) further propose that various leveling mechanisms are essential in conditioning leaders to practice restraint against the opportunities for unethical behavior that come with leadership. They postulate that power magnifies one’s true character, such that a self-centered individual will further engage in self-centered practices if he attains power (Keltner et al., 2006). As such, power enhances the possibility of unethical behavior aimed at serving one’s selfish needs due to the resources at hand and the liberty to make certain decisions or actions with minimal consequences (Keltner et al., 2006). Consequently, leveling mechanisms are needed to discourage unethical leaders from advancing their self-interests. These leveling mechanisms include forcing leaders to be accountable for the outcomes of their decisions, which will condition them to contemplate how these actions will influence their subordinates ((Keltner et al., 2006). Secondly, subordinates should criticize their leaders’ behavior because these leaders will respond to the criticism if their reputation is at stake (Keltner et al., 2006). Lastly, a sense of responsibility for the welfare of one’s subordinates is key to promoting restraint among powerful people (Keltner et al., 2006).
Hill’s (2006) notion of moral courage is complimentary to the viewpoints of Keltner et al. (2006) and Zimbardo (2006) in explaining unethical behavior among leaders and the reluctance among their subordinates to challenge their leaders’ unethical behavior. Hill (2006) highlights that individuals in power are often driven into delusions of grandeur such that they perceive themselves as superior beings compared to their subordinates. This perception allows them to progressively indulge in more unethical behavior without concern for their subordinates. Such consistent unethical behavior without consequences diminishes their incentive to act ethically, which is the foundation of moral courage. On the other hand, the subordinates allow their leaders to behave unethically because they adopt a victimhood mindset that conditions them to believe that they cannot do anything to stop unethical leaders (Hill, 2006). Similarly, the moral courage needed to stand up against unethical leadership is depleted, and the subordinates are resigned to passively following their leaders to avoid punishment or other undesirable outcomes (Hill, 2006).
Power, Self-Interest, Restraint and Corruption
From these concepts, we can point out that power and self-interest without restraint can lead to corruption. Since power provides an individual with the opportunity to reveal their true character, allocating power to a self-centered individual will further reinforce his self-centered thoughts and behavior (Keltner et al., 2006). In addition to the assets that most powerful positions avail, power creates the ideal conditions for one to advance their self-interests (Keltner et al, 2006). Subsequently, power progressively isolates one from their subordinates, resulting in a state where the wellbeing of one’s subordinates does not seem directly important to the individual in power (Zimbardo, 2006). This dissociation enables a leader to behave in a corrupt manner without considering the wellbeing of their subordinates. Furthermore, the lack of restraint is enhanced because power shields unethical leaders from any substantial criticism while ensuring that any punishment for unethical behavior does not apply to them (Keltner et al., 2006). Accordingly, an individual in power is led to believe that he is above the criticisms or sanctions that exist in the community to prevent unethical behavior.
Moreover, power establishes a dynamic in which the subordinates are not incentivized to critique their leaders or punish them for their unethical behavior. This is because these subordinates are not shielded from the consequences of their actions, as is the case for their leaders, and are, therefore, driven to abide by the rules set by their leaders to avoid punishment (Keltner et al., 2006). Moreover, the individuals without power often do not have substantial assets that would enable them to stand up against unethical and corrupt leaders (Keltner et al., 2006). These factors progressively deplete the moral courage of the subordinates, such that they are not motivated to reprimand their leaders due to the possibility of dire consequences (Hill, 2006). As such, the subordinates often choose to serve their self-interests by deciding to act in ways that allow them to avoid the consequences. Over time, they resign to being mistreated by their leaders because they believe that they stand no chance against the leaders (Keltner et al., 2006). Consequently, unethical leaders are further invited to indulge in self-centered activities because they are convinced that they are immune to the criticisms and sanctions put forward by their subordinates.
However, some individuals in power still exercise restraint even in the face of enormous opportunities to behave unethically or in their self-interest. Such individuals employ a moral framework that prioritizes their roles and responsibilities to their subordinates over their self-interests (Keltner et al. 2006). Consequently, such leaders judge the ethicality of their actions and decisions based on whether they result in the fulfillment of their duties to their subordinates (Keltner et al., 2006). This creates a sense of responsibility for their people’s wellbeing that motivates them to act ethically. Furthermore, this state of mind creates a sense of accountability such that they are held responsible for the outcomes of their actions (Keltner et al., 2006). As such, they do not feel immune to the criticisms and sanctions from their subordinates, thereby behaving in ways that promote the wellbeing of their subordinates. In this sense, their subordinates matter to them. Therefore, ethical leaders exercise restraint due to their ethical frameworks that enable them to prioritize the needs of their subordinates.
Enron Unrestrained Power Case Analysis
The above concepts can be applied in an organizational context to explain how unrestrained power in the hands of unethical leaders contributed to the decline of Enron Corporation in the early 21st Century. Although Enron still exists as a dormant company, its decline began in 2000 when CEO Jeffrey Skilling and the company’s management orchestrated the hiding of the company’s financial losses using an accounting method that measured the value of the company’s security based on the current market value instead of its book value (Segal, 2021). As such, the company’s management had unrestrained power in pursuing their self-interests through deceptive accounting methods that raised the company’s stock value while the company was losing revenue (Li, 2010). Therefore, the company did not have sufficient leveling mechanisms to restrain its management (Keltner et al., 2006). More specifically, there were no systems within the company to ensure that the management would be accountable for their actions (Keltner et al., 2006). Additionally, the company’s management was not criticized, which ensured that their reputation was not at stake (Keltner et al, 2006). Furthermore, the management did not practice responsible leadership because they did not consider how their actions would result in the company’s downfall (Keltner et al., 2006).
From Enron’s scandal, we can identify five violations of Zimbardo’s 11 step plan for civic virtue that provided unrestrained power to their management. For starters, Enron management began by taking part in seemingly insignificant unethical behaviours and progressively committed more and more serious crimes in attempting to hide their financial losses (Zimbardo, 2006). Secondly, the executives were not accountable for their actions, which resulted in the lack of a sense of responsibility for their subordinates’ wellbeing (Zimbardo, 2006). This led them to act unethically despite knowing that their actions would result in negative outcomes for their employees and the company. As such, they did not consider the outcome of their actions beforehand, which is an important step in Zimbardo’s outline (Zimbardo, 2006). The fourth violation can be identified in the employees who knew about the management’s attempts to make up deceptive financial records yet did not report or call out their leaders. This implies that they did not have the moral courage to condemn their leaders’ actions. Lastly, the employees who assisted the management did not question why they were they were being asked to participate in unethical actions and instead chose to comply (Zimbardo, 2006). In this sense, they chose their self-interests because going against their leaders would lead to negative outcomes for them.
Guidelines for Restraining Power and Self-Interest at Enron
Consequently, various recommendations can be made to restrain power and self-interest among Enron’s management. For one, the company should enhance the moral courage of its members by rewarding ethical behavior (Hill, 2006). On the other hand, unethical behavior should be punished through a consistent framework that ensures that individuals take accountability for their actions (Keltner et al., 2006). Furthermore, the management should be taken through ethical training programs to improve their ethical decision-making capacities (Marsh, 2013). In such programs, they should be trained on how to objectively analyze the outcomes of their actions and decisions before committing them. This will enhance the sense of responsibility among their leaders (Nelson, Price, & Rountree, 2008). Moreover, they should be trained on enhancing personal connections with their subordinates so that they do not perceive their subordinates as inferior beings but individuals who are essential to their efficacy as leaders (Ofori, 2009). The employees should also be encouraged to respectively criticize their leaders’ decisions and actions through constructive feedback (Keltner et al, 2006).
Conclusion
In conclusion, understanding unethical leadership requires an objective analysis of the circumstances that foster unethical behavior in individuals. Such a perspective would reveal that power essentially provides an individual with opportunities to behave unethically, and leaders without restraint may therefore take advantage of these circumstances to advance their self-interests. In such circumstances, individuals in power are often led to believe that they are superior to their subordinates, which minimizes their sense of accountability for their subordinates’ wellbeing. Furthermore, their subordinates often fail to counter unethical behavior among their leaders through diminished moral courage and the belief that they are powerless compared to their leaders. These leaders are therefore encouraged to participate in more severe unethical behavior at the expense of their subordinates. Such were the circumstances within which the management at Enron chose to consistently manipulate the company’s financial records to advance their self-interests at the expense of the company. Additionally, the employees who failed to report malicious activities encouraged these unethical practices. As such, Enron should establish a culture of accountability and responsibility by ensuring that individuals take responsibility for their actions. Additionally, employees should be encouraged to participate in ethical behavior through rewards for ethical behavior, which will enhance their moral courage.
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