Key Points and Discussion
Leadership Ethics
As I have previously said, there is one point upon which I am going to ask you to take my opinion without underlying research: the statement, "a good leader is an ethical leader."  I think this should be part of the definition of good leadership.  Without ethical underpinnings, there can be no good leadership.

Let me put another way:  Good leaders do the right things.  Now I know that for many of you, a statement like this causes problems.  How do we know what is the "right thing" to do?  What if one thing is right for me and not right for somebody else?  Is it really possible to determine what is right and what is wrong?

Before we continue with this discussion, I need to give you a bit of a warning.  We are going to be talking about values and how one determines these values. When we talk of value systems, this gets a bit sensitive for some people.  For example, one of the ways that people develop a value system is through religion.  Please keep in mind that it is okay to talk about religion and other value systems in the classroom.  We are not here to tell you how to think, and in our discussion, we are not going to place one set of values over another.  BUT, in order to make your own judgments about values, it is necessary to understand various systems.  The fact that we discuss religion or philosophy does not mean that we are advocating for any particular ethical system.  It only means that we are exploring various possibilities.  

As do all of you, I have my own set of values, but my values (and yours) are not what we are discussing.  I am going to try to develop ideas with you that don't necessarily agree with my values any more than they might agree with yours.  We are also not going to explore ALL value systems, any where in the world.  We are just exploring a few options as examples, and we are certainly not judging your personal ethical framework.  Having said this, you have a perfect right to talk about your feelings or values in your responses to this conference.  There is certainly nothing wrong with doing this--on the contrary, it will foster a good discussion.  I will blow the whistle if we should get too far off the subject.

Your authors have done an excellent job of defining values.  I will let you rely on their discussion for this part of the lesson.  As you will recall from the work of Meindl, and from our discussion of social learning theory, the more closely held a belief, the more likely you are to have your actions motivated by that belief.  If you are going to be a good leader, it is important for you to be "grounded" in an ethical system.  The best leaders will have strongly held ethical beliefs, and convert those beliefs into behaviors.  You need to examine your value system and have it drive your actions.  As a leader, you should do the right thing, but how do you know what is right and what is wrong? 

For many people in our culture, religion is the source of this knowledge.  Most religions have a system of ethics and morals associated with them.  Some are fairly straightforward:

Therefore all things whatsoever ye would that men should do to you, do ye even so to them: for this is the law and the prophets (Matt 7:12 King James Version).

This is the Sermon on the Mount, but whether it is the Ten Commandments, the Dao, the Koran, or any number of other religious works, there is generally some form of teaching depicting the behavior necessary to keep social order.  These rules will generally have rewards or punishments attached (e.g. heaven or hell), to good and bad behavior respectively.  In our Western culture many of our folkways, mores, laws, customs and traditions are often based on religious teachings, usually Judeo-Christian. 

This certainly does not mean that you have to be religious to have a sense of right and wrong.  While many of us feel comfortable basing our moral judgments on the teachings of religion, there are others who have strongly held value systems that are not based on religion.  In fact, much of the moral teaching of Western society can be based on religion AND philosophy at the same time.  Many of our great moral philosophers were atheists, but many others were believers, so their ethical systems can have both a religious and a secular basis. 

Whether or not you base your ethical system on religion or on some other philosophical thought, a good leader is "grounded."  We don't want to have a philosophy class, but I would like to mention a couple of philosophers who developed very clear systems of ethics that are not based solely on religion.  While not calling upon deity as a source of legitimacy, these philosophers nevertheless created reasonable and rational ways of determining what is "good," and "bad."

Immanuel Kant:  Kant was born in 1724 in a part of Germany that is now Russia, and is thought by many to be the greatest of all philosophers.  Kant's philosophy spanned many areas of thought, but his moral teachings were particularly interesting.  Kant called his theory the "categorical imperative."  He said that because moral law cannot be justified by reason, it could only be obeyed for its own sake.  Kant's ethical theory thus rests on the concept of duty.  A good person acts out of duty, not because he or she fears punishment or hopes for rewards or happiness, but only because it is his or her duty.  

The categorical imperative states that a person should "act in such a way that it is possible for one to will that the maxim of one's action should become universal law."  Kant gives the example of someone who borrows money, promises to repay it, but has no intention of doing so.  If this were a universal law--that is, if everyone behaved that way--promises would be meaningless, and no one would lend money.  If we extend this out to all behaviors, we can see that this is the basis for a functioning society.  The only hope we have for an orderly society in which we can prosper is that we only do those things that we would expect everyone to do.  We don't do this because we fear punishment, but simply because it is the right thing to do.  Thus, we should act as if everything we do should be required of everyone else. 

As you can see, the result of this teaching is not unlike the admonition of Jesus in the Sermon on the Mount, quoted above.  The philosophical underpinning, however, is very different.  The scripture refers to the "law and the prophets."  Jesus called upon legal and supernatural authority as the reason to do the right thing.  Kant says you need no other reason than simply it is just the right thing to do.  Kant appeals to our sense of duty as members of the human race, and makes a powerful philosophical argument that does not rely on any external mechanism. 

Jean Jacques Rousseau:  Rousseau was born in Geneva, Switzerland in 1712, and was a contemporary of Kant.  He shared the Enlightenment view that society had perverted "natural man" the "noble savage," who lived in harmony with nature, free from selfishness, want, possessiveness and jealousy.  He argued that the arts and sciences had not contributed to the purification of human kind, but instead to its corruption.  He was utterly opposed to materialism.  His primary work, The Social Contract, set out his philosophy.  

Rousseau felt that humans are basically good and if proper development is fostered, the natural goodness of the individual can be protected from the corrupting influences of society.  Nevertheless, society must be dealt with, and this Rousseau does in The Social Contract.  Rousseau claims that the individual can only find genuine happiness and fulfillment in a social situation.  An important factor in our social environment is ensuring the cohesion of the state and the proper functioning of a sound society.  This means that each of us has a "social contract" with every other person to act in accordance with a set of principles that insure that society functions.  Fairness, freedom, equality and justice are the needs of the state and the individuals living in it.  By living in society, we must "contract" with others around us to act according to these principles, or society will collapse, and man's fundamental need for social cohesion will fail with it. 

Rousseau believed in a Supreme Being, but his philosophy really is independent of this fact.  As with Kant, his ethical system is based on duty and responsibility, but he differed from Kant in his assumption that being good is our natural state, and that we have to make society "good" in order to maintain our natural goodness.  Harmony and happiness is derived from society functioning well, and this requires each of us to work in concert with others to create a society in which equity, freedom and justice can flourish.

John Stuart Mill:  Mill was a 19th Century philosopher who based much of his thinking on the work of Jeremy Bentham. Bentham was a "utilitarian," who argued that the individual should base his or her behavior on that which will bring, "the greatest happiness to the greatest number."  Mill, and other utilitarians, contrary to the teaching of Kant and Rousseau, claim that all knowledge arises from experience.  By rejecting tradition, authority and any supernatural basis for morality, utilitarianism makes human welfare the ultimate standard of right and wrong.  Where Kant would argue, for example, that lying is wrong in itself, the utilitarians would say that lying is wrong because of the damage it causes.  Some utilitarians believe that the principle of utility should be applied to the evaluation of each individual act.  That is, before taking an action, you should determine if the action would ultimately lead to happiness for yourself and society.  Other utilitarians feel that society's rules and law should be based on this principle.  In many ways, utilitarianism is like behaviorism.  It looks at the acts themselves and asks if a particular act will ultimately lead to what is best for society, i.e. create happiness for the largest number of people.  It assumes that everyone will act according to his or her own self interest, and for society to function to the benefit of the majority, rules need to be made to see that this happens.

As I have said, it is really not important to me which of these four systems (religion, categorical imperative, social contract, or utilitarianism) you chose.  You can base your moral and ethical system on these, some other system, or a combination of all of them.  What is important for you as a leader is to be grounded in a strong ethical system.  This system should have a sense of fairness and equity that says that it is improper for you to use the power of leadership for inordinate personal gain.  As members of society, we have a duty to those around us.  Whether you feel accountable to God, or to your fellow men and women, you must have your feet firmly planted in a system of values and ethics that drives your behavior.  Without this grounding, you cannot be a good leader. 

I realize this is a strong statement, but I would suggest that you look back at the four examples of ethical systems we have discussed. In each of these systems, the individual has a duty to society.  In this regard Rousseau is right.  Society cannot continue to function unless each individual in society acts to more than just his or her own personal needs.  This principle appears to be nearly universal in all cultures and societies.  As a part of our respective societies we share this obligation to our fellow beings on this planet.

Now, I am not going to dictate to you what is right and what is wrong.  You have your own values.  What I will suggest is the following:  Leaders can afford to check their value system at the door.  If we have learned anything from Martha Stewart, Enron, Global Crossing, Vivendi and several other companies whose leadership "cheated," it is that successful leaders must be grounded in an ethical system strong enough to dictate their behavior.  The utilitarians would argue that any other system simply wouldn’t work.  Kant would argue that you do it simply because it is the right thing to do.  Rousseau would say that this is your obligation because you are part of society.  Most religions would argue that this is the way God would have you act.  Irrespective of your motivation, it is your obligation to lead your organization in a moral and ethical way.

One final point:  Most successful leaders of large organizations not only feel obligated to have a strong moral code for themselves.  They feel it is important for the goals and objectives of the company to reflect this as well.  A good leader is a transformational leader, and he or she is able to communicate a value system for the organization to the followers.  Many companies have a "code of ethics" or a "rules of conduct" statement.  I don't object to this, but let me suggest that these two statements imply a transactional framework.  Both of these are sets of rules, and if your organization is run strictly on the basis of enforcing rules, you are in trouble.  A good organizational statement should be transformational in its nature.  It is a statement of principles, from which the actual behavior of the organization members follows.  It is "medical modalist," in that it assumes that the staff will not only act on the rules, but also actually BELIEVE them.  This belief will drive their behavior.  Many companies call a statement like this a "credo," or a "set of principles."  To me, this is far superior to a rulebook. 

Having said that, please note that in an organization, we can't dictate how people THINK.  We cannot tell them what to believe.  The only things we can dictate are actions and behaviors.  Let's say, for example, that our organization has a strong written statement against bigotry and racism.  Let us further suppose that we have an individual in our organization that has deep seated feelings against people of races other than his own.  BUT, this individual never does anything wrong.  His behavior toward everybody is proper.  He makes no untoward comments and treats everyone in the organization with respect.  Is there anything we can do about his racist feelings?

The answer is, “no.”  Of course, we would hope that he would change his mind, and would have him participate in all training programs.  We may think that he will, at some point, 'lose it,' and let his feelings show through.  If he does, then we can do something about it.  Keep in mind that in organizations, we don't punish thought, but actions.  Our code of ethics should specify behaviors that are acceptable, not ideas. 

Questions: 

Can leaders be taught morality, or is it "natural?"  

How do you assure that leaders are "grounded" in a strong ethical system?  

Is it possible to communicate your principles to the entire organization?  How do you make certain that your credo is acceptable, and creates an "attractive vision" for the staff?  

Must you convert the followers to be "Disciples of Rousseau," or "Born Again Christians," to have them accept your credo?  

How do you convince the followers in your organization that it is important to be ethically driven?  

Money and "maximizing profits" are often seen as the primary motivator of U.S. business.  Can you be ethical and still maximize profits?  How?


