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Abstract 
Business leaders face many enormous challenges in today’s 
volatile and uncertain environment. Globalisation, new and 
emerging technologies, complexity and diversity, rapid and often 
turbulent political, economic, social and environmental changes, 
unpredictable natural disasters, sophisticated consumer needs, 
heightened environmental awareness and concerns and a 
growing need for sustainable livelihood occasioned by 
diminishing resources. These challenges make running business 
organisations more difficult than ever. Responsible leadership 
and responsible leaders for whom the profit motive alone does 
not reign supreme are needed, heightened by business scandals 
such as those of Enron and WorldCom. Attributes required of 
responsible leaders are essentially different from those required 
of conventional leaders. As demanded by the dynamic business 
environment, these attributes cannot be fixed. Responsibility, 
resonating with ethics, has become the defining characteristic of 
leading a business today as leaders have to consider many, often 
conflicting, factors in decision-making. Responsible leaders see 
beyond their organisations, anticipate and embrace socio-
environmental concerns and go beyond short-term profit to long-
term sustainability as the ultimate mark of success. For them, 
sustainability and corporate social and environmental 
responsibility are not buzzwords or platitudes; they are serious 
practices that have taken root, having shifted from stakeholder-
pressure rhetoric to a more value-driven rhetoric. If responsible 
leaders are to be developed, a clear understanding of key 
attributes required of them is imperative. Beyond that, it is crucial 
to lay an ethics foundation among the youth in families and 
homes, society at large through societal marketing strategies and 
embed ethics in school and general university curricula as well as 
business school curricula and corporate training and 
development programmes.  
 
KEY WORDS: attributes, business scandals, ethics, 
responsibility, responsible leader, responsible leadership, roles, 
social responsibility, sustainability 
 
 
Introduction  
Leadership has been extensively researched over the years, 
having being studied and written about more than any other topic 
in the behavioural sciences (Gini, 1997, p. 323) and definitions of 
leadership have remained fairly similar over time (Ciulla, 2006, p. 
21). However, how leaders get their followers to do things and 
how decisions on what is to be done are made has been 
changing. Thus, we see a change in focus from leaders imposing 
their will on followers in the 1920s, organising activities in the 
1930s, using persuasion in 1940s, deriving authority from their 
followers in the 1950s, sharing and using discretionary influence 
in the 1960s and 1970s, respectively, inspiring in the 1980s and 
influencing and being influenced by followers in the 1990s (Ciulla, 
2004, p. 306). Antonakis, Cianciolo and Sternberg (2004, p. 6) 
indicate the breadth of leadership research: eight perspectives or 

schools of thought. In spite of the large stock of knowledge on 
leadership, ethics has received little attention because of 
fragmentation (Ciulla, 2006, pp. 19-20). Similarly, there are no 
theories on responsible leadership (Maak, 2007, p. 330). Further, 
researchers are far from fully understanding the multi-
dimensional and fluid nature of leadership, particularly in relation 
to business. Erpestad (n.d.:2) observes that “leadership is a 
mutable quality which needs to change as the context demands, 
but there are a few consistent characteristics or skill sets that 
successful leaders frequently possess”. Even though the generic 
skills commonly associated with traditional or conventional 
leadership are still important, the dynamics of today’s global 
business environment means that these skills are woefully 
inadequate. The business environment is characterised by 
constant change, complexity, fast-pace innovation, sophisticated 
consumer needs, growing environmental awareness and 
concerns about sustainability and the need to conserve rapidly 
diminishing resources, among others. Sustainability or doing 
business that satisfies our present needs but does not 
compromise those of future generations is paramount. It 
emphasises society, economy and the environment, the so-called 
triple bottom line (Elkington, 1998; Quinn and Baites, 2007). In 
fact, sustainability and environmental concerns are major drivers 
of change in human institutions, calling for a new type of 
business leadership and a new breed of leaders; leadership 
which is, and business leaders who are, conscious of changed, 
changing and still-to-change circumstances are sensitive to 
global and local concerns. The dynamic global environment 
requires business leaders who think globally, but act locally. 
Wilson (2007, p. 7) asserts that leadership is now about 
balancing competing demands and engaging people in collective 
goals. The Globally Responsible Leadership Initiative (GRLI, 
2008, p. 3) indicates that human and societal actions build - or 
destroy - the world and we have a choice as to the kind of world 
we want to build with the vast resources at our disposal. This 
realisation has led to the nature of leadership and attributes 
leaders should have being perceived in a different light. Ethics, 
and its concomitant social responsibility, has become the rallying 
point in leadership. As the GRLI points out, “ethics … are central 
to the long-term sustainability of companies”. In short, 
responsible leadership has assumed centre stage.  
 
The point of departure of this paper is that while there has been 
great contribution (Maak and Pless, 2006; Pless, 2007; Maak, 
2007; and Pless and Maak, 2008; and Mark and Pless, 2008; for 
example) to our understanding of ethics-based or responsible 
leadership and attributes required of responsible leaders, the 
literature is not sufficiently explicit and loud on how future 
business leaders could be equipped with the required qualities in 
formal settings such as schools, universities and business 
schools, and informal settings such as homes and families, and 
within business organisations themselves. This paper’s 
contribution lies in synthesising views on the attributes and roles 
of responsible leaders to underline their centrality in today’s 
business environment and suggesting ways homes and families, 
education (elementary, second cycle,   universities and business 
schools) and the entire society could be involved in inculcating 
ethics in future leaders.    
 
The nature of responsibility  
Responsible leadership, responsible leaders and related issues 
have far-reaching implications not just for the survival of business 
organisations, but their sustainability. The question is: what 
precisely does responsibility mean? To understand responsible 
leadership and what it takes to be a responsible leader, it is 
necessary to examine this concept.   

Responsible Leaders: Attributes and Roles in a Multi-challenged Global Business Environment 
and Implications for Leadership Development 
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Pruzan and Miller (2006, p. 72) trace the etymology of 
‘responsibility’ to the Latin word ‘responsabilis’, which consists of 
two English words, ‘response’ and ‘able’, meaning ‘requiring an 
answer’. According to Cameron and Caza (n.d.:1), ‘responsibility’ 
has three connotations. First, it connotes accountability, or 
answering for one’s conduct and obligations; second, it conveys 
the sense of a person acting without compulsion; that is freely; 
thirdly, it signifies action that is appropriate, acceptable or 
beneficial. The third connotation resonates with ethics, that is 
doing what is right and avoiding wrongdoing. All three 
connotations are implied in responsible leadership and 
responsible leader. According to Waldman and Siegel (2008, p. 
121), “responsibility is based largely on a moral standard geared 
toward the concerns of others, and on an obligation to act on that 
standard and to be accountable for the consequences of one’s 
actions”. A responsible person, they claim, feels an inner 
obligation to do the right thing. The business leader is 
responsible in terms of accountability and ethical conduct to a 
wide range of stakeholders, including shareholders, employees, 
customers (Waldman and Siegel, 2008, p. 121), suppliers, 
community, nature, society and future generations (Pruzan and 
Miller, 2006, p. 9).  
 
Robinson (2009, p. 11) cites Schweiker’s (1995) summation of 
three modes of responsibility applicable to a leader: imputability, 
accountability and liability. Although leadership is not a 
profession per se, it may be argued that a leader is responsible in 
all three senses. Imputability means decisions arising from a 
leader’s actions or omissions can attributed to the leader. 
Responsibility also involves accountability in that a leader usually 
has targets to achieve and is expected to display openness and 
transparency in order to gain trust. Liability, the third aspect of 
responsibility, implies a leader has a timeless duty of care for 
people and anything entrusted to him/her. According to 
Robinson, responsibility does not prescribe what should be done; 
it merely urges leaders to work out how they should relate and 
respond to their environment (2009, p. 12). 
 
Perspectives on responsibility  
Pruzan and Miller (2006, pp. 73-79) outline four perspectives on 
responsibility. Each view is briefly outlined, followed by a short 
critique. The rationalist view is that leaders and business 
organisations have responsibility only to create or maximise 
shareholders’ wealth. Indisputably, this view is myopic and 
unacceptable as it totally ignores the responsibility of business 
leaders and businesses to other stakeholders, particularly 
communities and society at large. The rationalist view may be at 
variance with a leader’s own morality.  
 
The second view, of the humanists, holds that responsibility 
reflects our human nature or humaneness. One strand of this 
view is that responsibility is based on the basic human capacity 
to sympathise and empathise. The other strand sees 
responsibility as embedded in integrity, that is to say our 
responsibility is primarily to ourselves. Acting responsibly as a 
leader is, therefore, simply living up to values that unify our 
thoughts, words and actions. While this view is attractive, it is 
utopian as the degree of sympathy and empathy individuals are 
capable of is not uniform in all human beings.  
 
Thirdly is the holistic perspective on responsibility, which hinges 
on interdependence among human beings and a concomitant or 
reciprocal duty to respect other people’s rights. This is relevant 
as business leaders use formal organisational positions to make 
decisions that affect other people. The responsibility of business 
leaders, from this perspective, is to create wealth not just for 
shareholders, as the rationalists advocate, but for the benefit of 
all stakeholders – including employees, customers, shareholders, 
suppliers, community, nature, society and even future 
generations (Pruzan and Miller, 2006, p. 76). The holistic view 

resonates with business leaders and some business 
organisations are trying to embed international guidelines on 
economic, social and environmental concerns in their reporting. 
Although it represents an advance over the rationalist and 
humanist perspectives, the holistic view fails to involve fulfilling 
deeper spiritual aspects of human and organisational life.  
 
Lastly, the spiritual-based perspective is that as spiritual beings, 
responsibility is inherently grounded in our nature to realise our 
true individual and collective selves. Essentially, this means 
motivation to be responsible is a spiritual calling, not needs-
based. Having become self-aware, leaders’ responsibility to 
themselves and others is replaced with service, rather than 
controlling. Only then does creating wealth become the means to 
sustaining spiritual fulfilment and serving society. Ultimately, the 
responsibility of business leaders is to promote the well-being of 
all people directly or indirectly affected by the business. With a 
strong religious basis, it is doubtful if this view commands popular 
support. Responsibility is essentially a secular matter. 
 
Understanding responsible leadership 
Responsible leadership has emerged as a consequence of 
unethical, purely money-making behaviour of some business 
leaders, epitomised by the Enron case. The need to properly 
understand what responsible leadership involves is critical. Maak 
and Pless (2009, p. 539) define responsible leadership as “a 
value-driven and principles-driven relationship between leaders 
and stakeholders who are connected through a shared sense of 
meaning and purpose through which they raise to higher levels of 
motivation and commitment for achieving sustainable value 
creation and responsible change”. Maak and Pless (2008, p. 434) 
see a responsible leadership as one based on the “right” values 
that enable leaders and followers to derive common meaning.  
 
According to Pless (2007, p. 438), responsible leadership “is a 
social and moral phenomenon that was pushed onto the agenda 
not only by recent scandals and the pressing issues that affect 
life on our planet, but also by the realization that multinational 
corporations and their leaders have an enormous potential for 
contributing to the betterment of the world”. Responsible 
leadership “implies the grounding of actions in a system of values 
which recognise societal interdependence and long term 
sustainable development” (GRLI, 2008, p. 3).  
 
For Pless and Maak (2006), leaders of today act in the context of 
a global, complex, uncertain and integrated business 
environment involving many followers as stakeholders within their 
organisations and outside. With this in mind, the authors define 
responsible leadership as involving building and sustaining 
inclusive and ethically sound values in their relationships with all 
relevant stakeholders (Pless and Maak, 2006, p. 99). The idea of 
responsible leaders building and cultivating relationships inside 
and outside organisations in order to attain shared objectives of 
business that are good for the wider community is echoed by 
Maak (2007, p. 331).  
 
According to Pless (2007, p. 438), responsible leadership is 
closely linked to corporate responsibility, which is first and 
foremost a leadership challenge because caring, moral 
consciousness, openness to diversity, awareness and 
understanding of the responsibilities of business in society are 
required of leaders who exercise corporate responsibility.   
 
The centrality of values in these definitions establishes a close 
connection between responsible leadership and ethical conduct. 
To be successful and responsible in the twenty-first century, 
leaders are challenged to meet demands placed on them and 
their organisations by a constantly changing, interconnected 
business environment characterised by uncertainty, ambiguity, 
diverse interests, needs and demands of many stakeholders. 



 

32 
 

Fi
rs

t I
nt

er
na

tio
na

l C
on

fe
re

nc
e 

in
 R

es
po

ns
ib

le
 L

ea
de

rs
hi

p 
 - 

18
-2

0 
M

ay
 2

01
0 

Given the aforesaid and ethics, trust, stakeholder and values 
challenges (Maak and Pless, 2006b, p. 35), responsible 
leadership is a function of four dimensions: the leader as a 
responsible person, roles a responsible leader plays, the ethics of 
the leader-follower relationship and responsibilities or ethics of 
what a leader does. These challenges are underpinned by 
societal, individual, interpersonal/relational and organisational 
values.  
 
Why business leaders should be responsible 
While the four perspectives on responsibility are enlightening, 
they have a theoretical outlook. On the pragmatic side, the 
business environment does, in fact, have a mixture of responsible 
and irresponsible leaders, perhaps more of the latter. As such, 
there are good reasons for harbouring serious concerns about 
irresponsibility in business. According to Maak and Pless (2009, 
p. 538), “business leaders are facing both growing expectations 
to do ‘more’ and a lack of trust in their intentions to do good and 
do things right”. In fact, “one reason for this renewed interest of 
the ethical side of leadership studies, at the practical level, the 
spectacular business failures involved in well-known cases such 
as Enron, WorldCom, Firestone, … all involved failures of 
leadership” (Palmer, 2009, p. 525).  
 
While some business leaders operate at the level of ethical 
marginality, displaying the Icarus Syndrome (Balch and 
Armstrong, 2009, p. 291), others may behave like Nero, the 
Roman Emperor, who was said to have been playing a stringed 
musical instrument while Rome burnt (Ciulla, 2009, p. 3). In the 
United States and elsewhere, business scandals, including those 
involving Enron, WorldCom, Parmalat, Meiji-Yasuda Life, Fujiya, 
Matsushita and Nestle’s milk powder scandal testify to 
irresponsible conduct and downright malfeasance. In 2001, 
Hoffmann La Roche AG was fined 462 million Euros; in 2007 
ThyssenKrupp and Siemens AG were fined 479,6 million and 
396,5 billion Euros, respectively, for price-fixing (Putting 
consumer issues on the agenda, 
http://www.ncf.org.za/docs/publications/consumerfair/vol16/part3.
pdf).   
 
In the case of Enron “personal greed, grandiosity, and an 
everything-is-possible mentality” (Maak and Pless, 2006b, p. 33) 
proved fatal. For both Enron and WorldCom, it was reckless or 
manipulative pursuit of the profit motive without a moral compass 
that spelt doom (Waldman and Siegel, 2008, p. 121). According 
to Waldman and Siegel, “top-level executives who place too 
much emphasis on rational, quantifiable profit maximization may 
find that their values or desires to go unrequited” (2008, p. 125), 
as Enron’s case amply demonstrates.   
 
If any lesson has been learnt from the Enron debacle, it is that 
business needs responsible leadership and responsible leaders 
to build and sustain businesses that are of benefit to multiple 
stakeholders, not just risk-seeking money-spinners (Pless and 
Maak, 2008, pp. 59-60). At no time in the history of business is 
responsibility needed from leaders than now. Pless and Maak 
(2008) further indicate that following the Enron scandal, 
stakeholders expect business leaders not only to adhere to rules 
and regulations, but also accept their co-responsibility by, for 
example, devoting resources, time and expertise, to solving 
problems at the local level, especially in deprived communities in 
the developing world. By doing this, business leaders become 
“agents of world benefit” or “agents of social justice”. Irrespective 
of the motive, whether business-driven or social-issue driven, 
Pless and Maak (2008) argue that acting as agents of change is 
necessary to counter the activities of weak states or authoritarian 
governments, perfectly in order and required of business leaders.        
 
Toor and Ofori (2009) point to increased probability of leaders 
consciously and unconsciously making ethical slip-ups in 

decisions, actions and behaviour occasioned by business 
complexity, large volumes and speed of information flow and 
mounting pressure to perform, while Lehmann (2008) asserts that 
responsible business leadership in the early 21st century is not a 
luxury, but an urgent imperative. A number of business scandals, 
particularly those of Enron, WorldCom and Parmalat have 
prompted researchers to examine irresponsible leadership 
(Pless, 2007, p. 437). The collapse of the world’s financial system 
in 2009 because of bad lending practices is yet another example. 
These irresponsible actions have, by implication, brought the 
need for responsible leadership and responsible leaders to the 
foreground. These issues are not topical for only some parts of 
the world, they are also for Africa.  
 
Examples of irresponsible business leadership in Africa include 
Shell’s operations in the Niger Delta in Nigeria, Tiger Brands’ 
admission to bread price-fixing in 2007, Adcock Ingram Critical 
Care’s price-fixing in health products sold to state hospitals in 
2008, Sasol Wax’s leading of the paraffin-wax price-fixing cartel 
in Europe between 1992 and 2005, and Eskom’s electricity 
debacle that plunged South Africa into darkness in 2008 and has 
resulted in electricity tariffs set to keep rising in the next three 
years (Putting consumer issues on the agenda, 
http://www.ncf.org.za/docs/publications/consumerfair/vol16/part3.
pdf). All these illustrate a strong need for business leaders in the 
developed and developing world, particularly in Africa, to 
understand and accept responsibility and co-responsibility.   
 
It is not just savvy and successful business leaders the world 
needs; it needs leaders who are responsible enough to do the 
right things without necessarily compromising the bottom line. 
According to Wilson (2007, p. 7), the greatest challenge 
businesses of today face irrespective of size, sector or location is 
“increasing pressures to make a positive contribution to society 
beyond the traditional benefits that derive from corporate 
activities”. This has resulted in leaders being required to balance 
competing demands and engaging people in collective goals. 
Allied to this is the need for businesses to cultivate leaders 
capable of effectively leading amidst the flux of change and 
sustainability concerns. 
 
Are business and ethics (in)compatible?  
Paine (2006, pp. 54-55) states that “ethical analysis is rarely a 
defined part of business decision making, and ethical issues are 
generally managed by exception”. This statement reflects   
sentiment residing in the minds of many ordinary people that 
business and business leaders are inherently unethical. This is 
borne of a general perception that the capitalist system is purely 
exploitative and morality has little, if any, role in business 
decision-making. According to the Royal Bank Letter (1990), the 
perceived disconnection between commercial pursuit and ethics 
is not altogether misplaced. In its original usage in the Middle 
Ages, ‘professional’ referred to a person who had ‘professed’ 
devoted service to God. In this context, only the clergy were 
professionals because they put ethics above money-making and 
personal interests. Taking of vows was used by as a basis by 
secular groups, notably teachers and doctors, to claim 
professional status. Given the social esteem associated with 
being professional, other secular groups sought to be recognised 
as professionals. Today, lawyers, dentists, engineers, architects 
and business people are considered professionals.  
 
Regarding business people, it is important to admit that from the 
very beginning business pursuit and ethics were not seen as 
related in any way. Freeman (1994, cited in Werhane and 
Freeman, 1999, p. 2) acknowledges that business and ethics 
developed independently of each other in the phenomenon called 
Separation Thesis, business being empirical-normative and 
ethics descriptive-prescriptive. Friedman’s rational choice theory 
(1970, p. 126) further makes it seem as if business entities are 
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guided solely by the selfish aim of profit maximisation. Vitell, 
Ramos and Nishishara (2009) also admit that ethics is a 
newcomer to the global business debate, having been seen an 
enclave of   philosophers. According to Robin (2008), academics 
in business-based disciplines have developed science-based 
models of how and why business people behave ethically or 
unethically, but without consensus on what “ethical’ means.    
 
Werhane and Freeman (1999, p. 1) argue that although “it is 
common practice to think of ‘business’ and ‘ethics’ as separate 
entities” and, in fact, some people are doubtful if business has 
any ethics at all, business ethics is a thriving field of scholarship. 
Thus, although on the surface business and ethics may seem to 
be incompatible bedfellows, this is not borne out by empirical 
evidence. Ethical issues are central to business “because 
business decisions are choices in which decision makers could 
have done otherwise” and different decisions have different 
effects (Werhane and Freeman, 1999, p. 2). Business leaders 
and businesses are not either morally good or profitable. Good 
(ethical) leaders are both. With corporate social responsibility and 
sustainability looming large nowadays, ethics is the rallying point 
in business and leadership. In fact, the GRLI (2008, p. 3) 
emphasises that “ethics … are central to the long-term 
sustainability of companies”. Ethics plays an integral role in the 
success or failure of any organisation (Vitell, Ramos and 
Nishshara, 2009, p. 468). By establishing that the longest and 
most profitable business organisations do not have profitability as 
their primary goal, but rather integrate profit-making with other 
missions, Collins and Porass (2004) seem to have disproved the 
Separation Thesis.  
 
What it takes to be a responsible leader  
 
Attributes 
Perhaps it is proper to define a responsible leader before looking 
at attributes required of such a leader. For Schraa-Liu and 
Trompenaars (2006, p. 140), a responsible leader is one who 
takes responsibility towards the bottom-line and shareholders of 
the organisation, while at the same time – through reconciliation 
– taking responsibility towards integrating a diverse workforce, 
multicultural customers and suppliers, local and global 
communities, NGOs, environmental concerns and society at 
large.  
 
It is indisputable that business leaders operate in a radically 
different environment from yesteryears. Therefore, responsible 
business leaders need additional and different attributes and 
skills commensurate with the times. In this two-part section, 
attributes of a responsible leader are highlighted in the first and 
roles in the second.  
 
Given the “global, complex, uncertain and interconnected 
business environment” which constitutes the theatre of 
operations for business leaders, Maak and Pless (2006a) 
highlight attributes and qualities required of a responsible leader. 
They argue that a responsible leader’s main task is build quality 
relationships based on inclusiveness and ethical principles with 
different stakeholders, in their words, “to weave a web of 
inclusion” that binds people into a cohesive unit. A responsible 
leader has to be a ‘socialised’, rather than ‘personalised’ leader 
because of great demands such as getting diverse people to 
work together effectively, seeing to the needs of different 
constituents and initiating dialogue among them, mobilising 
people’s creative energies to towards achieving common 
objectives and vision. It takes intellectual capacity; a display of 
humane and moral values, authenticity and integrity; caring and 
showing good character; using relational intelligence in 
interactions; handling conflicts of interest and resolving ethical 
dilemmas with emotional and ethical intelligence to be a 
responsible leader. However, moral character and relational 

intelligence are at the core of being a responsible leader and 
separate responsible leaders from good leaders (Maak and 
Pless, 2006a:105).   
 
Regarding qualities a responsible leader needs, Maak and Plaas 
(2006a:105-106) identify moral and relational qualities. Relational 
intelligence comprises emotional intelligence and ethical 
intelligence. Emotional intelligence is defined as “the ability to 
perceive emotions, to access and generate emotions to assist 
thought, to understand emotions and emotional knowledge, and 
to regulate emotions reflectively to promote emotional and 
intellectual growth” (Caruso, Mayer & Salovey, 2002, p. 56). At 
the heart of emotional intelligence is self-awareness and 
awareness of other’s needs, motives, desires, emotions and 
requirements (Zaccaro, Kemp and Bader, 2004, p. 116). They 
identify four skills involved in emotional intelligence, namely: 
identifying emotion, using, understanding and managing emotion.    
 
A responsible leader must also be ethically intelligent. Ethical 
intelligence has three aspects. First is moral awareness, which 
involves a recognition and understanding of one’s values, norms 
and interests as well as others’; secondly is moral reflection and 
critical thinking skills. These skills facilitate self-criticism and 
encourage critical examination of the business and other people’s 
interests. In this way, informed, balanced and sound decisions 
can be made. Thirdly is moral imagination, a useful tool in solving 
dilemmas with integrity.  
 
Ciulla (2006), according to Maak and Plass (2006a) argues that 
being a responsible leader does not imply displaying higher moral 
standards than everybody else. Rather, a strong commitment to 
moral values in spite of temptations or challenges is vital. They 
emphasise a leader’s legitimacy does not derive from an 
individualistic great man status, but from cultivating quality 
relationships with stakeholders and having a stock of desired 
values. Morality is, thus, the platform for integrity, legitimacy and 
trust. Moral values that should reflect in the character of a 
responsible leader include: respect, care, honesty, accountability, 
trust, active citizenship and introspection.  
 
Lehmann (2008) mentions four key attributes defining a 
responsible business leader of today. The leader must have 
business acumen, skills, high professionalism, ability to create 
wealth and enhance shareholder in the long term. In addition, 
living in a global environment, the leader must command global 
knowledge complemented by local knowledge. Further, a strong 
ethical compass is essential as business leaders, more often 
than not, will encounter moral dilemmas arising from incompatible 
values. Finally, a responsible business leader must be a 
committed citizen and a member of society.      
 
Deeper insight into the attributes of responsible leadership is 
provided by a 2006 study in Europe. The two-part 
comprehensive, distinct, but related inquiry was conducted 
among public and private sector senior managers by the 
European Academy of Business. The first inquiry used a 
questionnaire to examine attitudes and beliefs among senior 
managers that drive responsible management practice. 
Respondents were required to rate the importance of 30 
attributes of responsible leadership consisting of personal 
qualities and demonstrable behaviours gleaned from an 
extensive literature review and grouped into seven categories, on 
a 1 to 5 scale, 1 being very important and 5 of little importance. 
Results of managers’ ranking of the seven umbrella attributes are 
shown in Table 1. One hundred and eight senior managers 
responded.  
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Table 1: Senior managers’ ratings of attributes of 
responsible leadership 

Attribute Ranked # 1 
(%) 

Ranked # 1, 2 
or 3 
(%) 

Acting with integrity 49 74 

Caring for others 26 69 

Demonstrating ethical behaviour 26 53 

Communicating with others 16 42 

Taking a long-term perspective 18 41 

Being open minded 9 28 

Managing responsibly outside the 
organisation 

4 17 

Source: Wilson, Lenssen and Hind, 2006, p. 12 
 
 ‘Acting with integrity’ and ‘Caring for people’ emerged as the two 
most important categories of attributes, followed ‘Demonstration 
ethical behaviour’ and ‘Communicating with others’ in third and 
fourth places, respectively. On their own, these categories are 
revealing, but since each of them is an umbrella for four or five 
individual attributes, a closer examination is even more 
illuminating. All the attributes under ‘Acting with integrity’ are 
ethics flavoured, while those under ‘Caring for people’ are 
people-centred. Again, attributes falling under ‘Demonstration 
ethical behaviour’ and ‘Communicating with others’ are ethics- 
and people-centred, respectively. Linking the findings of this 
study to Maak and Pless (2006a) who identify and emphasise 
moral and relational qualities in responsible leaders, a clear 
correspondence is established.      
 
Of the 30 individual attributes, 10 were considered ‘very 
important’ by respondents, each being identified by more than 
half of them. These attributes are shown in Table 2.    
 
Table 2: Top ten individual attributes of responsible 
leadership  

Attribute Percentage of respondents 
rating it as very important 

Respect for employees at all levels 77 

Honesty and trustworthy 76 

Will not be complacent and assume 
things 

72 

Commitment to growth and 
development of employees 

66 

Will not let unethical behaviour go 
unchallenged 

63 

Being honest and open with staff in the 
organisation 

61 

Questioning business as usual by 
being open to new ideas, challenging 
others to adopt new ways of thinking 

60 

Respect for diversity and equal 
opportunities 

58 

Taking a strategic view of the business 
environment 

57 

Ethical behaviour embedded in 
personal actions and day-to-day 
behaviour 

57 

Source: Wilson, Lenssen and Hind, 2006, p. 13  
 
A significant and consistent pattern also emerged regarding 
attitude towards responsible leadership among the different age 
groups. Table 3 reflects this situation. Across the board, 
compared with the older age groups (31-40 and 41 and over), 
fewer of the younger age group (30 or less age) thought each 
attribute was ‘very important’. According to Wilson, Lenssen and 
Hind (2006), this finding resonates with what the literature 

indicates: younger, less experienced managers have the 
tendency to be less ethical in business situations.  
Table 3: Attitudes to responsible leadership by age 

Attribute 30 or 
under 

31-
40 

41 and 
over 

Total 
sample 

Will not let unethical 
behaviour go unchallenged 

47% 72% 53% 63% 

Honest and trustworthy 53% 78% 83% 76% 

A belief that bottom line 
success can be achieved 
in an ethical way 

26% 43% 32% 37% 

Willing to take the 
organisation beyond 
minimum legal standards 

20% 28% 35% 29% 

Willing to be a public role 
model for ethical behaviour 

13% 28% 32% 27% 

Being honest and open 
with staff in the 
organisation 

40% 61% 68% 60% 

Total sample 16 55 37 108 
Source: Wilson, Lenssen and Hind, 2006, p. 14 
 
What it takes to be responsible leader  
 
Roles  
Attributes required of a responsible leader are intimately 
connected to a variety of integrated, ethically-rooted, mundane 
values-based and operational roles a responsible leader plays. 
Maak and Pless’ (2006a) roles model of responsible leadership 
succinctly captures these roles, which are summarised in the 
paragraphs that follow.  
 
Values-based roles 
Values-based roles of a responsible leader include stewardship, 
citizenship, envisioning and serving. As a steward a leader is a 
repository and guardian of social, moral and environmental 
values and resources, protecting professional and personal 
integrity and running the business responsibly in trying times 
(Maak and Pless, 2006a, p.108). The leader is concerned about 
the environment and what he/she will bequeath to posterity. 
Therefore, a responsible leader believes in sustainability and 
distinguishes difference as difference from difference as wrong. 
As a steward, the responsible leader is pro-social and collectivist 
in outlook, not a self-serving, opportunistic one (Martynov, 2009, 
p. 240).  
 
A responsible leader is also reflective citizen who holds business 
and community in a symbiotic, rather than parasitic relationship. 
Also, a responsible leader sees himself/herself as a integrated 
member of society, belonging to, caring for and identifying with 
their communities without forsaking business interests. It is in this 
sense that a responsible leader is a cosmopolitan citizen (Maak 
and Pless, 2008, p. 430).  
 
In the role of a visionary, a responsible leader has a vision of a 
good future, an ideal goal to be pursued and ways of reaching it. 
Preferably, such a vision should be created in collaboration with 
followers. 
 
A responsible leader is a humble servant who takes delight in 
serving his/her followers rather being a lord over them. Service 
not only involves attentiveness, humility and modesty, but also 
supporting and caring for people’s needs (Maak and Pless, 
2006a, p. 110). Servant leadership has elements of an ethics of 
recognition and an ethics of care. A responsible leader 
recognises their followers, respects them and cares for their 
needs. Such a leader displays a high level of relational 
intelligence. The act of caring is explicit towards employees, 
customers, communities and the environment.  



 

35 
 

First International C
onference in R

esponsible Leadership - 18-20 M
ay 2010 

Operational roles 
A responsible leader plays four operational roles: coaching, 
storytelling, being an architect and an agent of change. A 
responsible leader is a coach in that he/she helps followers to 
develop, learn and achieve their objectives, and also inspires 
them to collaboratively strive to achieve a common vision. 
Further, a responsible leader facilitates interaction, 
communication and conflict resolution (Maak and Pless, 2007, p. 
110).  
As a storyteller, a responsible leader creates and enables 
meaning (Maak and Pless, 2007, p. 111). He/she espouses and 
brings the core values of the business to life by embedding them 
in stories. Through compelling storytelling, this type of leader 
inspires followers by uniting ideas with emotions.   
 
A responsible leader’s role as an architect involves creating an 
environment conducive to followers finding meaning, feeling 
respected, recognised and belonging. He/she also aligns 
management systems and processes to ethically achieve and 
monitor social, economic (business) and environmental 
(ecological) values, the so-called triple-bottom-line or TBL and 
ensures respect, honesty, tolerance, fairness and other values 
pervade the policies and human resource practices of the 
organisation (Maak and Pless, 2006a, p. 111).    
 
 “In a global world, where there are no value free or politically 
disentangled actions” (Pless, 2007, p. 448), a responsible leader 
cannot be neutral. Rather, he/she assumes the role of an agent 
of change, using his/her influence to mobilise different 
stakeholders for the common good. A responsible leader, in a 
world where change is the only permanent phenomenon, works 
towards a value-directed and sustainable business with care and 
responsibility. It is also his/her duty to reduce complexity and 
anxiety (Maak and Pless, 2006a, p. 112).   
 
Implications of attributes required by responsible leaders for 
leadership development   
The centrality of ethics in business leadership, encapsulated in 
the now well-established phenomenon of responsible leadership, 
has important and compelling implications for developing present 
and future business leaders. Ethics cannot simply fall from the 
sky like deus ex machina in Greek tragedy to rescue a business 
leader facing a potential or actual dilemma. As Von Weltzien 
Hoivik (2009, p. 7) says:  
 
… ethos is not something that can be taught in an evening 
course; it is the result of a person’s character-formation process, 
shaped during student years. Social intelligence, emotional 
intelligence, and moral competence are equally important and 
cannot be developed overnight. This means ethical conduct can 
only come through training and development, starting from the 
family and permeating the schooling system up to university.  
 
Charity is said to begin at home, so should ethics training. In the 
quest to cultivate ethical business leaders, homes and families 
are the proper places to begin from. Parents, who should 
themselves be ethically sound, need to teach children the 
difference between right and wrong, acceptable and 
unacceptable behaviour at a young age. Internalised by children 
at a tender age, ethical conduct will become second nature in 
later years. In the early schooling years, second cycle schools 
could become hotbeds of ethic training through oral narratives, 
written stories, drama and honourable celebrity figures.          
 
Involvement of civil society through social marketing strategies is 
effective in creating an atmosphere that in public life discourages 
social vices such as fraud and corruption (Kindra and 
Stapenhurst, 1998). Consistency, moral messages and social 
validation, among others, could constitute the backbone of a 

battery of social marketing strategies to mainstream concern 
about ethics in society, thus conscientising the public.      
If the world is to avoid business scandals of the kind witnessed in 
recent times, universities, business schools and corporate 
organisations need to approach leadership development 
differently by bringing ethics and ethical issues to the centre of 
leadership development, in theoretical and practical terms. 
Training institutions, business schools in particular, and business 
organisations cannot approach leadership development as 
‘business as usual’. Von Weltzien Hoivik (2009, pp. 5-6) cites 
Ghoshal (2005, p. 75) as laying blame for the exclusion of choice 
from business curricula on an orientation to business as a 
science focusing on people as rational self-interested 
maximisers: “many of the worst excesses of recent management 
practices have their roots in a set of ideas that have emerged 
from business school academics over the past 30 years”. Thus, 
business schools are implicated in disseminating “ideologically 
inspired amoral theories” that have served to release “students 
from any sense of moral responsibility”.   
 
Von Weltzien’s (2009) call for business schools to review their 
openness towards intellectual pluralism typical of the humanities 
is opportune. Ethics should be the bedrock of business school 
education. Their curricula should include readings in literature, 
philosophy and arts to make students more responsive to ethical 
issues. Von Weltzien Hoivik asserts that “universities and 
business schools … have failed to create a space in the 
curriculum for a broader education of a student’s mind and the 
formation of character” (2009, p. 6) by focusing on scientific 
aspects to the exclusion of the humanistic. The author endorses 
Nussbaum’s (1990) suggestion to inspire and build business 
students’ character by using literary texts and the ‘case method’ 
to develop empathy, enhance emotional intelligence and enable 
students see the big picture as literature stimulates moral 
imagination and makes us think of other people’s needs and how 
we affect their lives. With the case method in particular, it is 
argued that using novels, plays and short stories is more effective 
in exploring ethical theories and moral dilemmas in business than 
standard business case studies.   
 
The GRLI (2005, p. 3) suggests  business ethics and 
responsibility be brought to the fore in  conduct within 
organisations and business schools curricula focused on critical 
issues such as analysing political, social, intellectual, 
technological and environmental trends, ethical codes and 
studying how to successfully implement them, developing 
responsible leader-linked attributes and behaviours, social and 
environmental accounting and sustainable business practices. 
The organisation takes issue with the sidelining of ethics in 
business education. Whether business ethics is a compulsory or 
elective course, it often fails to deal with topics that are central to 
management. “Making learning about ethics optional … gives an 
unclear and unintentionally negative message regarding its 
integral importance and significance”, it contends. In this 
connection, the GRLI cites Warren Bennis and James O’Toole in 
the Harvard Business Review advocating that “the entire MBA 
curriculum must be infused with multidisciplinary, practical and 
ethical questions and analyses reflecting the complex challenges 
business leaders face” (GRLI, 2005, p.14)    
 
Within business organisations, leadership development and 
training programmes as well as succession planning need to take 
cognisance of the importance of ethics and incorporate it 
alongside professionalism in continuous training and 
development programmes.     
 
Together with the suggestions made by the GRLI, 
recommendations by the Business Roundtable Institute for 
Corporate Ethics, cited by Messick (2008, p. 74), provide an 
appropriate basis for business schools’ leadership, faculty, 
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students and business leaders in organisations to work towards 
inculcating business ethics in future leaders.  
 
 
Conclusion 
This paper has focused on what it takes to be a responsible 
leader - attributes and roles- but has also discussed some 
important related issues: the nature of responsibility and some 
perspectives, what responsible leadership is, why business 
leaders should be responsible and the connection between 
business and ethics.  
 
The literature abounds with many attributes associated with 
responsible leaders. However, in there is congruence that all 
these attributes centre on morality and relationships, as analyses 
of the various sources attest. Moral character is vital and 
constitutes the basis for integrity, legitimacy and trust. Aspects of 
moral character include, but are not confined to, respect, care, 
honesty, accountability, trust, active citizenship and introspection. 
Relational intelligence consists of two aspects: emotional and 
ethical intelligence. The former centres on self-awareness and 
awareness of others’ requirements. It involves the ability to 
identify emotion, use, understand and manage. Ethical 
intelligence focuses on moral awareness, moral reflection and 
critical thinking, and moral imagination.  
 
While these attributes are essential, they are not innate. 
Developing them is critical. Therefore, most importantly, the 
paper has tried to bridge the gap between a clear need for these 
ethics-based attributes in future leaders and how they may be 
developed. Integrity, shaken by business scandals, is taking 
centre stage among business leaders. Ethics should transcend 
business schools’ curricula into mainstream society. Since ethical 
issues are pervasive and arise in circumstances we least expect, 
homes and families, second cycle schools and universities 
should constitute important sites of ethics training. In particular, 
business school training needs to be re-oriented to include 
components of literature, philosophy and arts that broaden the 
mind and form character. Society will be a better place if its 
members, particularly business leaders, are imbued with ethics. 
Societal marketing provides a foundation for a wider ethics-in-
society programme. It is hoped that this collated and synthesised 
discussion will provide impetus for action to link responsible 
leadership with leadership development. Tables  
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