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“All the world’s a stage, and all the
men and women are merely players:
they have their exits and their
entrances; and one man in his time

plays many parts.”’

~ William Shakespeare

Introduction

The Canadian-born American social
psychologist Erwing Goffman (considered
by some "the most influential American
sociologist of the twentieth century") took
these lines from Shakespeare’s pastoral

comedy ‘As You Like It’, way too seriously.



According to Goffman, individuals frequently put on a number of masks

for other people, enacting roles, managing and staging their appearance,

worrying about how they come across, and continuously attempting to

present themselves in the best possible light.




How Social Psychology Explain the Behavior of
Corporate Fraudsters?

As of 2021, annual losses from white-collar crimes in the United States were estimated to range from $426 billion to $1.7 trillion. These staggering

figures make it essential to study the psychological factors behind these crimes, particularly when corporate criminals leverage strong reputations and

charisma to facilitate their misconduct.

For this, social psychology provides a powerful framework for understanding how corporate
fraudsters engage in deceitful behavior, particularly those who utilize reputation as a tool to manipulate others. That being so, for this whitepaper, we

will utilize Goffman's Dramaturgical Theory to examine how corporate climbers use reputation to construct deceptive facades, enabling them to

manipulate perceptions and commit white-collar crimes undetected.




Goffman’s
Dramaturgical
Theory

Before analyzing the nuances of financial crimes through the
lenses of Goffman’s Theory, let's first get familiar with what
Dramaturgical Theory is really about and how it might help

us understand the complex dynamics of white collar crimes.

According to Goffman, individuals play a variety of roles,
depending on the circumstances they find themselves in and
how they want to seem. Dramaturgical theory is based on
the comparison of theater and social behavior. Similar to
actors on stage, Goffman proposes that people adopt
particular scripts and play various parts based on the social

context.

Similar to this, career climbers on the front stage of the
business world are aware of their audience and use
impression management to keep a positive reputation. On
the other hand, the backstage area provides them with an
area for spontaneity and authenticity, allowing them to

express who they really are without others observing.




Impression Management in the |

The core of dramaturgical theory is impression management, which includes the conscious and
unconscious strategies individuals use to influence how other people perceive them. These tactics
could involve manipulating props, places, and interactions to create particular impressions,
as well as self-presentation strategies including altering one’s appearance, demeanor,
or speech, as well as managing props, settings, and interactions to convey
specific impressions. Through impression management, individuals
seek to control how they are perceived by others, striving to

maintain social acceptance and avoid negative judgments.

Goffman concluded that, for an individual, there is no true self

or no identified performer behind the roles.

“Presentation of the self: a person’s
efforts to create specific impressions in
the minds of others.”

This process, sometimes called ‘impression management,

is widely exploited in the corporate world, and it begins with
the performances corporate individuals carry out each

day. Their performances might include the tone of their
voice, body language, gestures, the ideas they speak to

craft a specific image, as well as the way they dress, all of
which amalgamate to form an individual’'s charisma

and reputation.



In the world of corporate power, both charisma and reputation are currency, more valuable
than gold. As Goffman explained, reputation is nothing but an individual’s effort to craft a
pleasant image in the minds of others. However, as valuable as it may be perceived, it is
almost always deceptive, and illusive. Under this crafted veneer always lies a different truth,
| hidden from the untrained eye — a world of deceit and manipulation, where reputation
L masks intentions just as the fog hides the mountains.

As part of their carefully constructed Names like Sam Bankman-Fried, Bernie Madoff,
persona, corporate climbers frequently use Kenneth Lay, Jeffrey Epstein, Jordan Belfort,
charisma and a solid reputation to instill Harshad Mehta, Elizabeth Holmes, Frank Abagnale,

confidence and loyalty in stakeholders. and Allen Stanford have all become infamous, not

They control perception by presenting only for the billions of dollars lost in their schemes
themselves as strong, intelligent, and but for the strategic use of public personas that
reliable, which enables them to avoid once commanded respect, admiration, and even
These crafted thei

individuals

detection and carry out illegal operations awe.

under a carefully manicured p




Whether through calculated public relations campaigns, claims of philanthropic
intent, or sheer charisma, these big names managed to foster reputations that

misled investors, regulators, and the general public. In doing so, they made
reputation itself into a shield—a layer of protection that concealed their true
motives and actions, creating a significant challenge for anti-money laundering
(AML) and compliance frameworks that depend on transparency and honesty.
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q) Master of Deception

How Frank Abagnale Pulled Off Million-Dollar
Cons & Fooled Even Seasoned Professionals?

Frank Abagnale, known as one of history's most skilled imposters, manipulated his way into professions and high-status roles with
nothing but his charisma and an uncanny ability to “become” whoever he needed to be. From posing as a pilot for Pan Am to taking on
roles as a doctor and lawyer, Abagnale’s life was a series of convincing performances that fooled even seasoned professionals. His
natural charm and adaptability made him highly convincing, and he used these skills to gain access to
power, money, and experiences far beyond his actual qualifications. This ability to slip seamlessly into

any role allowed him to live a life of fraud undetected for years, his fabricated identities crafted to

i
F

suit each situation and audience he encountered.

Goffman’s dramaturgical theory provides an

interesting framework to understand Abagnale's
deception as a form of "social performance."
Abagnale created “fronts” to present himself in
ways that matched the expectations of his roles,
wearing each persona like a mask to hide his true identity. His careful attention to costume, language, and
behavior mirrored the process of an actor preparing for a role, allowing him to “perform” convincingly enough

to gain trust and bypass scrutiny.

Each new identity he adopted was a different "stage” where he modified his character to fit his

POLICE DEPT.
MOUNT VERNON NY.
BE034 e-esss

FRANK ABﬂE HHLE i |

Faly e s e e o

surroundings. Through Goffman’s lens, Abagnale was not merely lying but was engaging in a
series of calculated performances, using social cues and presentation to manipulate and exploit

those around him effectively.
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How the Wolf of Wall Street Used His 'Self-Assured Broker' Image to
Deceive Investors?

Jordan Belfort, the notorious “Wolf of Wall Street,” exploited his reputation as a charismatic and bold

stockbroker to manipulate and deceive investors. Through his electrifying personality and confident promises of
wealth, he cultivated an image that dazzled his clients and employees alike, creating a culture of excitement and
greed that left little room for doubt or skepticism.

“ His charm and bravado drew people in, convincing them that his
L brokerage firm, Stratton Oakmont, was a path to financial success. This

carefully constructed reputation allowed Belfort to run rampant with
o fraudulent activities, pumping up stock prices and leaving investors

with losses once the shares plummeted.

i

I activities happening behind the scenes, where

o‘b

Goffman’s dramaturgical theory helps us understand Belfort’s tactics.
Belfort’s charismatic “front” was a performance tailored to

meet clients’ desires for wealth and his employees' need for

motivation. He wore the mask of a fearless, savvy

broker, an image that made him appear credible and
too ambitious to fail.

This public persona hid the shady, high-risk

deception and manipulation were the reality. By I'l'
mastering the art of social performance, Belfort :
used reputation and charisma to build trust, ""‘ v 5
allowing him to perpetuate his schemes under the
guise of success.
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How Bankman-Fried’s modest image allowed him to
cultivate trust and legitimacy?

Sam

Bankman-Fried'’s laid-back image
and him associating himself with the
“effective altruism” movement allowed him to

gain trust and legitimacy in a way that most

corporate climbers don't. Sporting casual attire and a humble persona, he appeared as the “reluctant tech genius”—someone supposedly driven not by profit but by

a desire to change the world for the better.

By presenting himself as a modest, down-to-earth figure, he attracted a public eager to see ethics in finance, creating a trustworthy image that
made it difficult for people to question him. His association with effective altruism especially played into this, letting
him project a morally grounded image while sidestepping typical scrutiny and winning

substantial investment.

Goffman’s dramaturgical theory, which explains that people adopt
“masks” to fit social roles, helps explain Bankman-Fried’s success in
cultivating this image. By taking on the “tech genius” persona, he
was able to mask the real issues within FTX, such as poor risk
management and questionable decisions, behind a front that

appeared noble and unassuming.

This persona, combined with his casual, “backstage”
appearance as a hoodie-wearing CEO, blurred the
line between who he was and who he wanted
people to see. This performance of integrity was so
effective that even seasoned investors and
regulators bought into it, showing how a crafted
image can dangerously shield financial mismanagement
from scrutiny.



How Harshad Mehta
Used His “Genius
Investor” Persona &
Manipulated the
Indian Stock
Market?

Harshad Mehta, known as India’s “Big Bull,” built an image as a genius stockpicker, which gave him
massive influence over the stock market. His confident personality and reputation as a financial
expert attracted investors, brokers, and banks who trusted him completely. By leveraging this trust,
Mehta used bank funds through fraudulent receipts and loopholes in the banking system, injecting
massive capital into the stock market and artificially inflating stock prices. Investors followed him
blindly, captivated by his bold strategies, until his scheme was exposed, leading to a major

Indid's Big BU" market crash.
ch nd a I Using Goffman’s dramaturgical theory, we can see how

Mehta’s “genius investor” persona acted as a mask that
concealed his true intentions. His crafted image allowed
him to manipulate the investors while avoiding

suspicion. This performance of expertise and confidence
hid his misuse of bank funds and market manipulation,
fooling everyone until it was too late.



How Madoff Exploited his image of Exclusivity and Created
a “Too Good to Question” Persona?

Bernie Madoff used an aura of exclusivity and personal charm to create an image that
few dared to question. He presented his investments as highly selective, allowing only a
privileged few to join, which gave the impression that his fund was too elite to be
scrutinized. This exclusivity tapped into the allure of scarcity, making clients feel
fortunate and “in-the-know,” which added to his prestige and mystique surrounding his

operations.

<

Madoff’s charismatic personality reinforced this image—he was approachable, confident, and
established, reassuring clients with his demeanor while concealing the financial manipulations
beneath his Ponzi scheme.

Goffman’s dramaturgical theory, which suggests that people act out
roles to influence others’ perceptions, which provides us with
insight into Madoff’s strategy. In the role of a respected,
knowledgeable financial expert, Madoff crafted a “front” that
appeared legitimate and trustworthy.

His selectiveness acted as a type of “prop” that added depth
to this character, reinforcing the illusion of high returns and
reliability. This crafted persona—too credible and too
exclusive to question—made it nearly
impossible for clients to see the fraudulent
scheme behind the facade. By manipulating

his social performance, Madoff ensured that
his scheme thrived in plain sight, relying on
reputation as a shield against scrutiny.




Reputation as a Barrier to AML Compliance

How False Reputations Obstruct Due Diligence?

False reputations can significantly obstruct due diligence, and makes it difficult for institutions to accurately assess risks associated with certain
individuals or businesses. When someone builds a reputation that exudes trustworthiness or expertise, it often leads to assumptions of integrity that

discourage deeper investigation.

This cultivated credibility acts as a shield, causing even thorough due diligence processes to overlook red flags or bypass standard checks. As a result,
when these facades are left unchallenged, they enable illicit activities to flourish, allowing financial crimes to go undetected until severe damage has

already been done.

How False Reputations Obstruct
Due Diligence?

Figures like Sam Bankman-Fried, Bernie Madoff, The HEI'O EffECt
Jordan Belfort, Harshad Mehta, and Frank Abagnale

are classic examples of how powerful reputations

The "halo effect” is when one trait

of a person or thing is used to
make an overall judgment of that
person or thing.

create “halo effects” that obscure reality. The “halo
effect” refers to the cognitive bias where a positive
impression in one area—such as someone’s charitable
efforts, like Bankman-Fried's “effective altruism,” or

Madoff’s prestigious exclusivity—casts a glow over

other areas, often leading to undue trust.



EXAMPLES OF THE HALO EFFECT

This halo effect essentially transforms reputation into a
powerful tool for deception. For institutions, the reputations of
these figures created barriers to scrutinizing their actions or
finances as closely as they might for lesser-known entities. The
familiar story of Bernie Madoff's exclusivity and client referrals,

« ”,
or Harshad Mehta's visible success and public charisma, The accent advantage .

effectively masked massive fraud. This phenomenon illustrates

. ) ) Rating people with certain accents
how reputation management can be weaponized to exploit the

: . . . as more intelligent or cultured.
very systems designed to prevent financial misconduct, leaving

a trail of victims and often billions of dollars in financial losses.

What AML Practices Can Be Employed to
Recognize Manipulative Personas?

In the corporate world where reputation can be meticulously crafted to project integrity, AML solutions serve as a powerful reality check, providing
financial institutions and regulatory bodies with the tools they need to see beyond appearances.
Today’s AML systems have the capacity to ensure that no amount of reputation management can fully conceal financial wrongdoing. This makes them

essential for organizations seeking to uphold transparency, security, and integrity in today’s complex financial landscape.

Before onboarding a client, and to truly assess a client’s character based on actual behaviors and facts, financial institutions need to look beyond mere

reputation or “public personas.”’



Data-Driven

Insights 5

Implement

Risk  Scoring 3

Real-Time Monitoring to Spot

Beyond Reputation Bias

Reputation can mask true intentions, but
AML tools counter this by using data-driven
insights that rely on hard evidence rather
than perception. By integrating data from
watchlists, adverse media sources, and
regulatory filings, AML solutions provide a
fuller picture of an entity's history,
connections, and behaviors. This unbiased
data helps institutions focus on concrete risks
rather than be swayed by a positive public

image.

Perform Enhanced Due Diligence for Clients

Based on Actions

Instead of relying on reputation, build a
scoring system that considers historical
behavior, transaction patterns, and
associations.  Analyzing elements like
transaction frequency, locations, and types of
interactions helps reveal warning signs that
could go unnoticed with reputation alone.

For example: A client with a respected public
image may have frequent transactions with
high-risk regions, which should raise their risk

score even if they have a positive reputation.

Suspicious Patterns Early

Reputation can mask true intentions, but
AML tools counter this by using data-driven
insights that rely on hard evidence rather
than perception. By integrating data from
watchlists, adverse media sources, and
regulatory filings, AML solutions provide a
fuller picture of an entity's history,
connections, and behaviors. This unbiased
data helps institutions focus on concrete risks
rather than be swayed by a positive public

image.

Cross-Referencing with Historical Data

With Strong Reputations

Even clients with stellar reputations should undergo enhanced due
diligence (EDD) to ensure their public image aligns with their actual
behavior. EDD involves deep background checks, business activity

reviews, and assessments of potential legal issues that may not be

widely known.

For example: A philanthropist client’'s EDD might uncover connections

to sanctioned groups, warranting a reassessment of their risk profile

to Uncover Patterns of Deception

Financial criminals often rely on a consistent, stable reputation
over time to mask their activities. AML solutions, however, cross-
reference historical data to detect patterns of deception, showing

if an individual or company has previously been involved in or

connected to questionable dealings. This historical perspective

breaks through reputation-based biases, showing the full story

behind past and present activities.



Conclusive Words

In the financial sector, reputation can be both an asset and a mask, offering individuals and corporations a veil that, when used unethically, obscures
their true intentions. Figures like Sam Bankman-Fried, Bernie Madoff, and others remind us that reputation, when untethered from authenticity,

becomes a powerful tool for deception rather than trust.

Real integrity arises not from carefully managed reputations but from consistent, honest behavior, even when it goes unseen. For a sector driven by

public trust, the challenge lies in balancing this integrity with the inevitable demand for a positive image.

Trust isn’t something that should be based on charisma or popularity—it needs to be built on transparency and actions that can be verified. For
compliance officers, investors, and clients, this means looking beyond surface-level impressions. With data-driven tools that provide real-time updates,
the financial sector has a powerful way to assess whether customers might be involved in fraud or other crimes linked to illicit finance. By staying vigilant
and using tools that deliver timely insights, institutions can spot hidden risks and protect themselves from the dangers that come with polished facades

and carefully managed reputations.

Why AML Watcher Is The Best Fit?

Stay ahead of the curve with an AML solution designed to meet the demands of today’s ever-changing landscape. Trust shouldn’t rely on reputation

alone. Fraudulent proceeds always find their way into the financial system, which makes it crucial for institutions to assess risks using advanced AML
tools. Our solution doesn’t stop at PEP screening, sanctions screening, and watchlist checks—it also offers powerful adverse media screening to expose

potential links to criminal activity, helping you perform comprehensive due diligence.

Protect your organization with tools that goes deeper, identifying risks and hidden threats in real time. Let us help you safeguard your institution’s

integrity with confidence and precision.

Ready to take your compliance strategy to the next level? Schedule a demo or chat with our experts today!



ABOUT US

we aim to support more than 10,000 businesses in their fight against rising

FinCrime by creating a secure and compliant financial world where they can thrive.
AML Watcher maintains 60,000+ databases including 1300+ watchlists, over 200+ sanction regimes,

local and international PEP coverage, over 5000 reputed and reliable media sources across 235+

countries, in 80+ languages bringing everything you need for AML Screening in one place.

CONNECT WITH US:

/For more information, visit:\
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Info@amlwatcher.com
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