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Chapter 15 – Leadership Ethics
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Abstract: Senior executives are thought to provide the organization’s ethical ‘tone at the top’. We conducted an inductive interview-based study aimed at defining the perceived content domain of executive ethical leadership. We interviewed two types of key informants – corporate ethics officers and senior executives – about executive ethical leadership and then a contrasting category we labeled ‘ethically neutral’ leadership. Systematic analysis of the data identified multiple dimensions of ethical and ethically neutral leadership. The findings

suggest that ethical leadership is more than traits such as integrity and more than values-based inspirational leadership. It includes an overlooked transactional component that involves using communication and the reward system to guide ethical behavior. Similarities

and differences between ethics officers’ and senior executives’ perceptions also led to insights about the importance of vantage point and social salience in perceptions of executive ethical leadership. In order to be perceived as an ethical leader by those outside the

executive suite, the executive must engage in socially salient behaviors that make the executive stand out as an ethical figure against an ethically neutral ground.
Discussion Questions:

1. How do executives create the “tone at the top” of an organization?

2. Why is the perception of executive leadership important?

3. What two groups were included in the sample?

4. What is ethically neutral successful leadership?

5. What were the two levels of analysis of the interview data?

6. How do the broad categories of ethical leadership that were derived from this study compare to the five principles of ethical leadership described in our textbook?

7. What does it mean to be “generally ethically aware”?

8. How are ethical leaders different from charismatic or transformational leaders?

9. How prevalent was unethical leadership in the companies surveyed?

10. How did the perspectives of ethics officers differ from the perspectives of executives on ethical leadership?  What reasons are suggested for this?

11. What is social salience?

12. How important is it for more distant employees to see executives’ ethical leadership?

13.  How might stockholders affect the ethical behaviors of a company’s executives?

