DOI: 10.5604/01.3001.0014.1347

ASE]J ISSN: 2543-9103 ISSN: 2543-411X (online)

Pathologies and kitsch in the workplace -
theoretical perspective

Stanistaw Ciupka!,

Bielsko-Biata School of Finance nad Law
Tanskiego 5, Bielsko-Biata - Poland

Abstract— In this article we would like to touch upon the
problem of reprehensible practices, pathologies that are present in
many economic organizations today. We would like to consider
how much unethical behavior should be largely attributed to
employees, and how much it is associated with external cultural,
organizational and situational factors. With this perspective, the
author wants to associate pathologies in the workplace with the
rich in associations, synonymous with the word kitsch, which can
also be applied to economic and business issues. It is worth
emphasizing that kitsch and pathology seem to permeate, and
maybe even one of them can result from another. This is a paradox
that the author wants to address in this article. The proper
tracking of the activities of organizations by their management is
the basic form of preventing pathologies in the organization. It is
also associated with a significant impact on the economy, because
the effectiveness of work is closely related to the problems of
anxiety or embarrassment in the workplace. Some researchers
may conclude that kitsch, pathology and frustration that leads to
professional burnout can often be related to workaholism or even
law violations in specific companies. This article is based on the
method of critical analysis of literature and the method of
deduction in observing behavior in organizations.

Index Terms— Kitsch, pathology, corruption, mobbing, work
addiction, enterprise

I. INTRODUCTION

We encounter this word very often in modern times. We
recall it not only in issues related to art, but also in the context
of multiple phenomena of contemporary culture (Zuchowska
2013, p. 131-151). Kitsch is a colloquial and highly valued
term, which at the same time is not easy to include in the system
of philosophical, business and economic discourse, and is also
very annoying in everyday life. However, it has now become a
universal concept, but in an attempt to clarify its content, it turns
out to be an extremely ambiguous concept. A word that cannot
be unambiguously defined, which is as if present on the border
of language. Kitsch, apart from being an extremely difficult
phenomenon to define unambiguously, is also primarily mono
subjective. Even at the end of the nineteenth century, the term
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referred mainly to the field of painting, today it has extended to
virtually all areas of life (Piatkowski 2008, p. 12-13; Beylin
1975, p. 180). The reality that is hidden under this notion has
become;

"[...] one of the channels of communication, it directs
individual and collective axiologies, emotions, attitudes,
behaviors. The transformation of the phenomenon in various
fields of human activity has caused that today the essence of
kitsch has become not only devaluation, but above all
disintegration and dichieratization of aesthetic, ethical and
cognitive values. Kitsch is not only a <beautiful effect>,
exaggeration, rubbish, <easy spiritual experience>, not to say
primitive, it is not only pop culture, stereotype, template,
seriality, sentimentalism, etc., but kitsch is also a <therapy of
complexes> - individual and collective". (Kudra, Szkudlarek
2016, p. 9).

The above mentioned synonyms of the word kitsch, as well
as the text quoted above, allow us to use this concept also at the
level of economic and business considerations, and to track the
correct functioning of enterprises and rugging unwanted
pathological symptoms in them.

II. SELECTED ISSUES OF PATHOLOGY IN THE WORKPLACE

Among researchers of issues of unethical behaviours in the
organisation there is a still unresolved plant, whether the
sources of unethical behaviour in enterprises should be sought,
as it is conventionally said, in rotten apples, with employees in
mind, or in the hypothesis of a bad barrel, taking into account
external organisational, cultural and situational factors
(Wziatek-Stasko 2016, p. 60; Macko 2009, p. 9). Without
entering into this discussion, which has been going on for many
years in detail, we would like to draw attention to some very
disturbing practices, which unfortunately are strongly rooted in
the life and activity of many companies. In the literature on the
subject very often the phenomenon of corruption is cited as one
of the undesirable dysfunctions in the activity of organisations.
It is not easy to define it, because it is an extremely complex,
multi-faceted phenomenon, it occurs in many forms and forms.
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It is commonly described as:

"[...] falsification of a condition perceived as perfect and
ethically good. The very term <corruption> (Latin corrupio =
barriers, corruption) has clearly pejorative connotations,
indicating covert deviations from the established legal order
and ethical standards of conduct. In a narrower sense,
corruption is the illegal acceptance of financial benefits in
exchange for performing an official act or violating the law
(Wziatek-Stasko 2016, p. 61).

The phenomenon of corruption in a company causes many
additional, undesirable costs, lowers employee motivation,
weakens the good name of the company, deteriorates business
relations with partners, violates the sense of organizational trust
(Grudzewski, Hejduk, Wantuchowicz 2009, p. 137; 139).
Referring to Transparency International's global report from
2015, which examines countries in terms of the extent of
corruption, the most corrupt countries in the world are North
Korea, Sudan, Afghanistan. Poland was ranked 35th in this
table. Also research from 2016 carried out by Ernest &Young's
Economic Abuse Surveys showed that as much as 61% of
respondents from high growth markets ( Poland classified here)
are convinced that fraud and corruption are very widespread. It
is worth referring at this point to statement Dylus, who writes:

“Many researchers indeed stand on the position of supra-
cultural corruption, stating that it has accompanied mankind
since the dawn of history, or more precisely - from the time
when power was formed to modern times, and that it can be
found practically everywhere, regardless of the latitude and
nature of the culture of a given community, they come to the
conclusion that other, extra-cultural elements in whole or above
all condition its flourishing [...] From a sociological point of
view, corruption <develops and stabilizes as a by-product of the
malfunctioning of basic social structures”. (Dylus 2006, p. 107,
Jarosz 2004, p. 41-73; Makowski 2008, p. 107-120).

Among Polish respondents, as much as 46% admitted that
the phenomenon of corruption, offering gifts, cash, free
entertainment are justified if they bring profits to the company
and especially if they ensure its survival in the market. It is an
unbelievable fact that there is a conviction among Polish
managers / 25 % of respondents / that they are ready to give
gifts, cash in order to maintain good business relations with a
partner. As many as 37% of Polish respondents note that
various types of irregularities in financial statements, reporting
on good results at all costs and additionally a non-negligible
trend in this respect, are a frequent phenomenon, as 32% of
Polish respondents believe that these practices can be justified
if, for example, they allow to survive the slowdown in
economic processes. Nearly 25% of our respondents allow
themselves to see that the company's compliance with the law
and procedures, i.e. ethical conduct, may harm the company's
interests. There is a significant belief that in Polish companies
(42% of the surveyed persons), there is no properly strong anti-
corruption policy or employees do not have information or
knowledge about it.

However, the study, the study on the undesirable
phenomenon of corruption, shows very clearly that in the long
run, such a situation is highly inappropriate and sooner or later
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comes to light (Witalis 2019).

Generally speaking, when generalising the issues related to
corruption in companies, it should be noted that on the one hand
there is great human pressure to build correct interpersonal
relations in the workplace, which manifest themselves in
respect for each individual and respect for his or her rights. This
natural and desirable trend is often contradicted by the
observation of everyday life and the activities carried out in
economic organizations, where we often encounter cases of
increased levels and forms of corruption. The painfulness of
this undesirable phenomenon results primarily from the fact
that in the awareness of employees a sense of senselessness of
observing ethical norms is born, the disappearance of mutual
trust, the lowering of standards of work ethics, the ennoblement
of those who are more responsive, promotions and careers of
those who deserve it most are blocked. A group of smarter,
unscrupulous employees emerges, which rises to the top in
promotions, while the gifted and the better are blocked as part
of professional development. Corrupt behaviour on the ground
of the company results in a growing conviction that honesty in
the workplace is an empty word. Corrupt relations within the
working environment:

"[...] transform interpersonal relationships into purely factual
ones, where kindness and justice are replaced by egoism, so-
called cold calculation and lack of moral scruples. In a corrupt
attitude two forms of action are seen: an attempt to buy another
person and a readiness to sell oneself. As a result, a person can
sell his honesty, convictions, good name, etc., and does so at the
price of making a so-called career, earning money, and ensuring
so-called material peace. But there is always some contempt for
oneself and for other people" (Wziatek - Stasko 2016, p. 65;
Zabielski Biatystok, p. 28-29; Jarosz 2004, Dylus, Rudowska,
Zabrocki 2006, p. 107-120; Makowski 2008).

The emergence of corrupt situations is fostered in Polish
conditions by the fact that, according to M. Kosewski, Polish
companies are mostly subject-managed, i.e. employees are
treated as human resources managed by methods based on
behaviourism and the stick and carrot method, i.e. the common
use of penalties and rewards. The work performed loses its
moral and dignified character, and a staff anomaly sneaks in
very intensively, which hinders the formation of the employee
ethos and blocks the process of self-control (Kosewski 2012,).

Then, after looking at the negative effects of corruption in a
company, we want to notice another unwanted and pathological
phenomenon, namely an employee anomy, which is described
as an unwritten social contract that allows the employer to be
robbed. Employees using this type of conduct often argue that
in no case do they go beyond ethical, correct behavior, but take
advantage of the opportunity or because of their position. Blikle
describes the anomy as:"(...) a very serious disease of the
company, consisting in the general agreement of employees on
a repertoire of acceptable wickedness that can be compared to
sepsis (widespread infection of a biological organism)"(Blikle
2014, p.107).

According to research conducted in Poland in 2012, as many
as 78% of companies suffered significant losses due to unfair
behaviour of their employees. For example, a 2008 survey
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found that due to an employee anomy, losses per company were
on average about PLN 100,000. Also the surveys carried out in
2011 and 2012 confirm the fact that the phenomenon of anomy
is common (Wzigtek - Stasko 2016, p. 67; May 2012, p. 7; B.
Celmer 2013, p. 133-154) because it was to affect about 77% of
companies. The employee anomy, according to the research
conducted in this area, has its psychological background,
additionally supported by certain circumstances. Theft occurs
as a result of creating opportunities, exposure to human
temptation. The phenomenon of employee theft often occurs,
as the following psychological mechanisms take place. First of
all, there is the process of rationalization, i.e. the emerging
process of translation: "the employer will not suffer a loss
anyway"; secondly, a process of justification is revealed,
consisting of agreeing, already at the group level, what can be
stolen and in what quantities. The procedure of anomy develops
very easily, starting with small things and ending with serious,
in this respect, things of misconduct (May 2012, p.7).

Psychology gives us another important explanation for this
procedure. In order to continue to be convinced of one's
honesty, while at the same time making a deliberate theft, there
must be a prior mechanism of the social process of justifying
such acts. An effective excuse for this theft is agreed upon in
the group participating in the employee anomy. Typical excuses
in this situation are: flattering comparisons, moral credit, lack
of victim, condemnation of the victim, denial of responsibility,
manipulation of norms (Wziatek - Stasko 2016, p.68-69).

So we see what a wide range of excuses an employee has for
his or her reprehensible actions. Trying to determine who the
perpetrators of the employee's anomy are, A. Wzigtek - Stasko
states:"[...] it turns out that thefts are most often committed by
employees between the ages of 26 and 40 (60% of all
embezzlements), 90% of them are men, whose statistical
working time is 4-10 years (over 50% of all embezzlements). In
59% of these are serial employees. In an anonymous survey
conducted by Euler Hermes, as many as 50% of the employees
surveyed admitted that they are appropriating the property of
the company they work for". (Wziatek - Stasko 2016, p. 69). Of
course, various actions are taken by employers to eliminate this
unfavorable fact employee training, investments in security
equipment, anti-theft clips, security staff, video surveillance
systems, raising salaries for work, dismissing, for example,
employees, replacement of employees, increasing control, etc.),
but so far there are no significant effects (Stasko 2016, p. 69-
70).

Trying to sum up this trend of theft within the framework of
labour relations, we notice that an employee anomy has an
extremely destructive impact on the organization of work of
individual employees, disturbs employee and interpersonal
relations, causes various psychological complications, shapes
an unfavourable image of the organizational culture of
economic entities.

The loss of the employees' conviction about the ethics of our
company results in another attitude, so undesirable in
workplaces, that is the attitude of cynicism. It can be described
as a significant drop in employees' confidence in the company's
management, as well as in themselves. Employees are
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beginning to feel comfortable with safety, economic security,
well-being, they are afraid that they are losing the opportunity
to participate in profits, in the economic success of the
company. Gradually, the phenomenon of frustration,
disappointment and injustice is growing. According to cynical
employees, managers are moving away from the principles of
honesty, sincerity towards their staff, and shifting their actions
to increase profits for themselves with unclear motives. An
employee with a cynical attitude loses hope of improving his
own state of affairs with regard to various things, does not
believe in the authenticity of his professional career, does not
have such an important role in labour relations, a sense of
causality, and a process of withdrawal, passivity is born in him:

"The cynical attitude has been recognised as the forerunner
of a lack of commitment to work, a decrease in motivation to
work, an increase in apathy felt by employees, resignation, lack
of hope and even suspicion, contempt and disregard for others"
("Wzigtek - Stasko 2016, p. 71).

Another dangerous tendency, which appears in a cynical
attitude, is the growth of a feeling of low self-esteem,
employees with this attitude are subject to numerous
harassment from their superiors, and suffer numerous
undesirable  social  consequences, including  health
consequences. Among other dangerous tendencies, which make
the claim about the occurrence of kitsch in economic and
business aspects, there is the problem of bullying or bullying in
workplaces. However, there is a certain paradox in this issue, at
least when it comes to the Polish reality. Here are the data from
the Ministry of Justice, for several years now, more or less a
constant number of mobbing cases (700 - data for the years
2007-2014), while the data - even from 2014 - published by the
CBOS, report a much more serious number of such offences
against employees (Omyta-Rudzka 2014). The revealed
discrepancy between the results of research on the issue of
mobbing between the data of the Ministry of Justice and the
studies carried out by the CBOS gives rise to concern that such
pathological behaviours may be, as it is commonly said, swept
under the carpet. However, it is more likely that the failure to
report these unwanted phenomena in workplaces is the result of
ordinary human fear, perhaps also a lack of adequate
knowledge among workers. At this point in our argument, we
recall, if only briefly, a list of harassment in workplaces
developed by Swedish doctor H. Leymann. By examining this
pathological behaviour on the basis of employee situations and
workplaces, he has compiled a list of 45 behaviours that meet
the criteria of bullying. He has put these behaviors into five
categories, such as:

"(...)activities affecting the communication processes at the
workplace, activities affecting social relations at the workplace,
activities affecting the negative perception of the person in the
working environment, activities affecting the quality of the
professional and personal situation of the victim, activities
affecting the victim's health (Wziatek - Stasko 2016, p. 74-75).

There is a need to shape, in business entities, such correct
employee foundations which will allow for skilful diagnosing
of behaviours that do not comply with legal regulations and
create an attitude of readiness to fight against them among
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employees. In the literature on the subject we will find a lot of
convincing evidence of significant harmfulness of mobbing
phenomena practiced in relation to employees. Clearly, in the
case of the occurrence of the phenomenon of mobbing in the
organization of work, the phenomenon of worsening of the
atmosphere at work, disturbances in interpersonal relations,
decrease in productivity and quality of work, loss of trust in the
company, increased sickness absenteeism, employee
fluctuation, costs of litigation, deterioration of the company's
image (Miedzik, p. 42; Bechowska-Gebhardt, Stalewski 2004;
Gamian Wilk 2018; Marciniak 2015). Negative behaviour in
the work environment is to some extent similar to bullying:
discrimination and sexual harassment.

Looking at the phenomenon of discrimination, we notice that
its main feature is the unequal treatment of employees in
numerous matters related to the employment relationship, and
thus include issues of employment, termination of the
employment relationship, determination of working conditions,
promotion, raising professional qualifications, age, disability,
political beliefs, membership of trade unions, etc. In the
literature we encounter two forms of discrimination: direct and
indirect (Dobrowolska 2013, p. 173-187).

One of the most dangerous manifestations of discrimination
in the workplace are all kinds of harassment, i.e. such improper
behavior, which aims to violate human subjectivity, dignity and
create an intimidating, humiliating atmosphere around the
person (Marciniak 2011, p. 44.). Especially in relation to the
female world, there is a phenomenon of sexual harassment,
consisting in touching, making desirable gestures, glances, in
dramatic situations it can also take on the character of sexual
violence. The above discrimination occurs because of a specific
characteristic of a particular person, his/her beliefs, belonging
to a given group, gender, etc. In 2013 THINTANK conducted
a study which showed that the factor that made it difficult for
34% of women to make a career difficult for them to fulfil was
gender stereotypes, when the same factor in the case of men
affected only 8% of the male workforce (THINKTANK 2019).
As the authors of the research on this phenomenon stress,
discrimination has a significant impact on the way we perceive
ourselves, our own competences. It is also worth noting the
worrying form of discrimination, which is social exclusion.
Well:

"The effects of intolerance in the work environment have a
negative impact on work motivation, productivity, limit the
development of skills, and consequently prevent the effective
operation of the company. However, they can also cause health
problems, frustration, stress, depression, which is why such
forms of discrimination should be opposed in the
workplace".(Wziatek - Stasko 2016, p. 80, Kozak, 2009).

A positive trend, however, is the growing trend among
companies to counteract any discrimination that occurs, by
introducing a strategy of so-called diversity management.

Other pathologies that we would like to mention here are:
dysfunctional inter-domain transfer, consisting in uncritical
imitation of principles that apply in other industries,
organizations, the so-called organizational attention deficit
syndrome, which boils down to organizational chaos, the
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disappearance of responsibility syndrome, authorization of
indicators, group decision-making syndrome (Kezun 1998, p.
375-376).

Nowadays, a very significant and dangerous pathology is the
growing phenomenon of workaholism. This undesirable
phenomenon has a great influence on the functioning of a
person, his/her family, co-workers and organization. The
phenomenon of workaholism is currently undergoing extensive
clinical research, which has made it possible to select several
types of workaholics:

— a workaholic who is adamant - he works constantly
because he wants to fill all the jobs ahead of time,
fearing otherwise he will lose his job,

— abulimic workaholic - he postpones his work and then
throws himself into it, working day and night, without
a moment's interruption,

— a workaholic with a lack of attention - seeking
impressions, acting without a clear plan. who doesn't
pay much attention to deadlines, who starts work and
then leaves it and starts new activities,

— aworkaholic enjoying work - a very meticulous person
who wants to do everything perfectly and is still
uncertain whether something needs to be done yet. It
is difficult for her to complete a given task,

— a workaholic caring - a person taking on everything,
socially engaged, thinks little of himself (Wojdylo
2010).

Dependence on work is growing gradually, although it is
becoming more and more difficult to control yourself in this
direction with each step. In this process of dependence on work,
three periods stand out: initial, critical and chronic (Wziatek -
Stasko 2016, pp. 82-85).

Of course, this worrying tendency, or even pathology in the
workplace, can be signalled here very briefly.

1. CONCLUSION

In this article author have mentioned only some of the
pathological phenomena that we believe should be of great
concern and the desire to eliminate them from economic life,
from labour relations. We have signalled far-reaching
disturbing consequences for employees at workstations, the
level of their dissatisfaction and a decrease in motivation to
work when pathologies occur. How often as a result of the loss
of positive motivation to work, emotional exhaustion,
irritability, pessimism, psychophysical tension appear. As a
result of these symptoms a person moves away from other
employees, interpersonal contacts become superficial, full of
indifference. The emerging stress affects the activities of the
entire organization, translating into measurable unnecessary
costs in the activities of business entities. Of course, an
important question also arises: Who is, in fact, responsible for
creating toxic workplaces? However, in our opinion, an attempt
to answer such a question requires a separate, broader study.
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