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EXPLORING PERSPECTIVES ON ETHICAL LE ADERS AND ALIGNMENT TO 

COMPANY VALUES   

 

ABSTRACT 

 

In alignment with Organization Development (OD) key values, the focus of this paper is 

on ethical leaders finding ethical organizations to align to and lead ethically in totality. The intent 

of the paper is to identify if companies are inflating their brand through stating values which the 

business model, organization or leaders do not demonstrate.  Can leaders seeking values 

congruence with organizations they will lead trust the publically stated values?   This is a very 

preliminary exploration and exposes that the publically stated values really have little to do with 

the execution of the business model, organization or its leaders.  This research supports the very 

essence of OD. This paper uses Grantôs (2005) perspectives on the facets of strategy and Yuklsô 

(2008) determinants on ethical leadership as a starting point for an initial conceptual model for 

ethical leaders to identify companies which may or may not be ethical, and aligned to their 

personal ethics and values. The ability to use the company stated values, the companyôs actions 

and how the company is measured against its peers, in terms of social responsibility and ethical 

practices is explored throughout the paper. Those companies named as visionary in terms of 

focusing on values vs. only bottom-line profit by Collins and Porras (1997), are examined in 

terms of their stated values compared to Yuklôs ethical leadership determinants to drive out 

further areas of research.  The limited scope of this article restricts the comparison to the 

corporate stated values. Additional research is required to assess the external monitoring and 

assessment of actions in terms of ethical practices.  Ultimately the question is, will ethical 

leaders take a fork in their road, accept a job and work for an unethical company to survive in 

todayôs marketplace? 
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EXPLORING PERSPECTIVES ON ETHICAL LEADERS AND ALIGNMENT TO 

COMPANY VALUES  

 

Introduction  

The objective of this research is to assess the alignment of corporate declared values 

versus what actually is executed in the company.  Through review of the stated values on the 

corporate web sites and annual reports and actual results as found in public communications, we 

identify the level of consistency between intent and outcome.  Ideally, further research will 

identify one or more linkages between ethical organizations, management and strategies and 

provide guidance in defining sustainable ethical business models. 

As Fry and Slocum (2008) stated, óone of the greatest challenges facing leaders today is the need 

to develop new business models that accentuate ethical leadership, employee well-being, 

sustainability and social responsibility without sacrificing profitability, revenue growth, and 

other indicators of financial performance.ô  This statement alone drives the desire to research and 

comprehend how to align crucial factors and levers to assist in the identification of ODôs 

(Organizational Development) role in the process of focusing on ethical leadership and ethical 

companies. Cummings & Worley (2005) state OD is a process of applying behavioral science 

knowledge and practices to help organizations build the capacity to change and to achieve 

greater effectiveness, including increased financial performance and improved quality of work 

life.    

It is imperative we, in the field of OD, understand and live into the determinants for ethical 

leaders if we are to retain the integrity necessary to lead organizational change initiatives in the 

21
st
 century to sustainable success.   Components of this research are premised on Yuklôs and 

Grantsô perspectives on leadership and strategy.   

The scope of this Paper restricts the comparison of corporate values to Yuklôs ethical leader 

determinants. Additional research will be required to assess external ethical assessments with 

assessment of action in the context of ethical practices and actual results posted in organization 

reports. The basic premise of this Paperôs analysis is that the ethical leader should and can 

examine the organizationôs strategy and outcomes to confirm alignment with the organizationôs 

ethical standards and values.     

 

Will leaders surviving the Global Economic Downturn (what this paper is calling the 2008 ï 

2009 financial situation) adhere to their ethical values and proceed with their careers aligned 

with their values or otherwise succumb to organizations that are not ethical? Are many of our 

leaders compromising their ethical standards and joining corporations which have strategies that 

are not aligned with their values to survive the Global Economic Downturn?  The paper initiates 

discussion surrounding the gaps of stated values for branding and marketing purposes versus 

values deeply ingrained in corporate cultures and lived into by leaders of those organizations. 
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Research and Analysis Framework 

 

This research framework is designed to identify the intersection of ethical leadership and 

company characteristics deemed necessary to be authentically considered ethical and visionary in 

accordance with Collins and Porras (1997).  Figure 1, Variations of Ethical Alignment of 

Leaders and Corporate Strategies, illustrates ethical alignment overlap variations of leadership 

and corporate strategy ethical standards. By defining the framework of our analysis, only then we 

can identify what is truly a driving force within ethical organizations.    As we move towards the 

top of the triangle, leader and corporate strategic ethics and values are aligned and the initial 

posit is that will enhance the effectiveness of the leader.   We assess several large corporation 

values and reflect on their actions to arrive at a preliminary identification of a model to simply 

illustrate the gaps in statement versus execution later in this paper.   We start to lay down the 

groundwork to research what the objective of the vision and strategy should be.  Should the 

objective be that leaders and corporate strategy ethics and values are congruent with the ethical 

leadership determinants?  Should it be that companies and leaders do what they say vs. matching 

to ethical determinants?  The broader, more intriguing question is if there is a a typical placement 

based on the role of the company in the macrosocial system?  

 

Figure 1: Company  & Leadership Congruence with Yuklôs Ethical Leadership 

Determinants  

High Stated values and 

actions are aligned 

with ethical leader 

determinants

Medium Both are 

somewhat

aligned

LOW Neither 

stated values 

nor actions 

are aligned

Low Medium High

STATED VALUES MATCH TO ETHICAL

LEADERSHIP DETERMINANTS

ACTIONS

MATCH TO

ETHICAL

LEADERSHIP

DETERMINANTS

 
 

The steps within the simple framework for conducting a high-level conceptual analysis of 

corporate values is as follows:  

 

1. Review the values and principles of the companies that Collins and Porras have 

previously identified as ethical and visionary companies;  

2. Compare the company values to ethical leader determinants; 

3. Assess the affinity of ethical leadership traits and the company values and principles;  

4. Summarize the analysis, denoting ability of approach in filtering out companies; 

5. Identify shortcomings in this approach; and 

6. Identify areas for further research. 
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Definitions 

 

R.M. Grant in (2005) noted the paradox of value; the most successful companies creating 

long-term shareholder value are those with a clearly defined mission, where the company gives 

precedence to goals other than profitability and shareholder return and the goals are based on 

strong, consistent, ethical values. Grantôs definition of an ethical strategy includes the values and 

principles a company that consistently and sincerely commit and demonstrate in their business 

model. The organizationôs ethical strategy is integral to an organizationôs sense of what it is, 

what it represents, and what it wants to achieve and how it intends to achieve it.  This strategy 

consolidates the organizationôs values
1
 and principals into a plan of action that often establishes 

the boundaries by which the organization achieves its goals and how the strategy influences the 

organizationôs culture.  G. Yuklôs (2008) definition of an ethical leader include aspects of ethical 

behavior, motives (e.g., honest, trustworthy, altruistic and fair) as well as attempts to influence 

the behavior of others through statements that address the importance of ethics, ethical standards 

and the modeling of ethical behavior.   

 

Research 

 

In 1997, Collins & Porras identified the following organizations as ethical and visionary: 

(1) Merck; (2) Wal-Mart: (3) Procter & Gamble; (4) Disney; and (5) Hewlett Packer. The authors 

of this article chose (a) Johnson & Johnson; (b) CNA; and (c) Blue Cross Blue Shield for 

examination purposes. With all of the referenced organizations, their company values were 

located on their respective web site.  

For purposes of this Paper, its authorsô underscored and highlighted all statements related to 

ethical values that matched Yuklôs ethical leader determinants in the following company value 

summaries: 

                                                
1
  For purposes of this short paper we focus on the values stated by the company in their 

web sites to establish the foundation for a plan to go forward and complete a dissertation on 

ethical leadership and factors, theories and results surrounding those ethical leaders, which are 

successful in sustaining business results through an ethical business model. 
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