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Abstract
In this conceptual paper, I shall explain one concrete way of defining ethical leadership, namely authentic leadership. After 
a description of the ethical components some canonical proponents envisage, objections from the recent literature will be 
discussed. The main focus will be on how the concept of authenticity helps us to better understand ethical leadership. The 
central line of thought is this: If we construe authenticity in interactional and processual terms, where leadership is seen as a 
process of interaction between people in concrete contexts, then we may identify patterns of leadership development through 
which we can make sense of how authenticity and ethics are related. In the end, as will be argued, these patterns have one 
pivot: authenticity and ethics come together in a leader’s moral conscience. But moral conscience also has important impli-
cations on the level of interactions between people in groups and thus affect how ethical leadership influences followers and 
organizational structures. It is this last thought, which will conclude the article.
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1 Introduction

According to Peter Drucker, managers—a term he often con-
strues broadly enough to encompass all sorts of leadership—
must achieve results. That is the rationale behind their power 
over others and their very existence. And when it comes to 
ethical concerns, he advocates a minimalistic approach1:while 
pursuing their objectives, leaders should do no harm.2 He 
does, however, caution that proper application of this simple 
principle is more challenging that one might expect.

Just how much more challenging it is for leaders to do no 
harm is not something that only recently has become clear: 
that the temptations of power are the greatest ethical chal-
lenge for leaders is an insight, the implications of which have 
exercised leadership scholars at least since Plato’s Republic 
(Ciulla 2017, p. 460; Plato 1992). Nevertheless, empirical 
research on power and what effects power has on leaders 
helps us elucidate what sort of challenge we are dealing 
with. Van Kleef et al. (2008) found that because of power, 
leaders were less compassionate and felt less distressed 
when others were distressed. According to Blader and Chen 
(2012), power seems to diminish justice towards others. And 

there is evidence that powerholders are more self-concerned 
and tend to prioritize themselves over others, while finding 
themselves also more inspiring (van Kleef et al. 2015). It 
also seems that leaders with much power tend to violate 
social norms more frequently (Galinsky et al. 2008) and 
engage more often in risk-seeking behavior (Anderson and 
Galinsky 2006). On the other hand, power may raise moral 
awareness, decrease self-interest over time and enhance 
altruistic behavior if leaders have a strong moral identity 
and a prosocial attitude (DeCelles et al. 2012; Chen et al., 
2001). If we therefore want leaders who follow Drucker’s 
ethical principle, we need to spell out clearly what leaders 
should and should not do in order to not harm—and tradi-
tionally this has been the purview of ethics. And since, as 
Ciulla (2017, p. 439) notes, in leadership we see both ethical 
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and unethical behavior magnified, the study of ethics is fun-
damental to the study of leadership.

A complete discussion of the ethics at the heart of lead-
ership is not something than can be delivered in one paper 
and I shall concentrate thus on a particular aspect. Among 
the various ways that leadership ethics has been approached, 
some simply apply general ethical principles to leadership 
cases, while a few others actually put ethical concerns at 
the center of a leadership account.3Given the effects power 
has on people and given the fact that there is no leadership 
without some exercise of power, the findings cited above 
suggest that approaches putting ethical concerns at the center 
of leadership will have more explanatory power (and pos-
sibly more practical relevance). Ethics traditionally belongs 
to philosophy and much cutting-edge research in leadership 
studies is based on methods and theories of psychology 
(and other social sciences). Furthermore, much valid work 
on leadership ethics is rooted in the humanities. All this 
of course raises a question about how to best approach the 
ethical concerns at the center of leadership.4 And in order 
to have any prospect of real progress, we should beware of 
pitting one against the other right from the start.

Since, neither psychological research nor research in the 
humanities can begin without at least a preliminary idea 
of the object to be studied, conceptual issues enjoy first 
priority. This is therefore a paper in applied philosophy 
employing conceptual analysis as its main method. Such an 
approach has to be distinguished from the sort of theoreti-
cal paper geared at empirical research, one which mainly 
seeks to establish operationalizations of certain concepts 
and research questions answerable by particular empirical 
methods and models–methods and models, the choice of 
which is often predetermined through the author’s area of 
expertise, parochial research trends, or conventions within 
a particular domain of research. We cannot simply presume 
that some method or model (together with particular opera-
tionalization conditions for concepts) is preferable to others. 
It is therefore necessary to begin with philosophical analyses 
on the topic of ethical leadership, despite the fact that philo-
sophical papers do not per se make empirical contributions. 
Philosophical analyses do prepare the grounds for empirical 
endeavors by elucidating the relevant concepts and some-
times they also draw attention to the danger of simplifying 
certain concepts too much if an operationalization of con-
cepts for empirical research is pressed for too early.

Of course, philosophy drawing on and spelling out com-
mon sense exclusively is much less useful than philosophy 
that also draws on actual practice and evidence. But where 
do we get relevant practical insights and evidence with 
which to begin a study of ethical leadership? In this paper, 
I shall discuss a proposal that has enjoyed much popular-
ity between 2003 and 2013, but seems to have drawn much 
less interest in recent years. Bill George’s book Authentic 
Leadership. Rediscovering the Secrets to Creating Values 
(George 2003) presented a practitioner’s account of how 
authenticity—that is, knowledge and adherence to one’s 
inner values—is the basis of a form of leadership that is both 
ethically good and efficient. At about the same time Luthans 
and Avolio (2003) introduced a leadership theory heavily 
inspired by positive psychology, which also claimed that 
knowledge of and adherence to inner values were the marks 
of leaders who are both ethical and efficient. So, there, back 
in 2003, a practitioner and two academic researchers claimed 
that the notion of authenticity—if suitably construed—lies 
at the heart of ethical leadership, precisely in the sense that 
we are looking for here.

Unfortunately, neither strand did articulate in detail how 
authenticity and good leadership (i.e. one which is both 
ethical and efficient) do hang together. In fact, the terms 
"authentic leadership" and "authenticity" have been absent 
from the title of their publications in the last few years. In 
2014 Avolio and Walumbwa admitted concerning the ethical 
component of their theory (p. 345):

Clearly, a lot of work remains to determine under what 
conditions authentic leadership may be more or less 
likely to foster ethical outcomes.

This reflects the now dominant view that the authen-
tic leadership approach has not succeeded in articulating 
convincingly how authenticity and ethical leadership are 
related.5 The aim of this paper is to show that not all is lost. 
There is indeed a way of reading basic tenets of authentic 
leadership theory that establishes a clear connection between 
authenticity and ethical leadership. The missing link, as I 
shall argue, is a conception of moral conscience, which is 
basically nothing else than an awareness of one’s ethical 
values. Ethical leadership does, however, not stop with the 
individual leader but also encompasses followers and organi-
zational structures (together with their corresponding social 
conventions). If authenticity is indeed relevant for ethical 
leadership, it must hence elucidate the social dimension of 
ethical leadership as well. I shall therefore explain also to 

4 Ciulla (2017, pp 339–440) argues that some of the most interesting 
insights on leadership and ethics can be found in ancient texts from 
the East and West. One of the most important benefits of a humani-
ties approach studying these texts is that it does not allow a study of 
leader effectiveness without at the same time examining leadership 
ethics.

5 Standard undergraduate textbooks (e.g. Northouse 2016), critical 
reviews in standard reference works (e.g. Caza and Jackson 2011) 
and contributions by major researchers in the field (e.g. Avolio and 
Walumbwa 2014) are unanimous on this point.

3 Ciulla and Forsyth 2011, p 239.
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what extent the conception of moral conscience might clar-
ify the social dimension of ethical leadership, thus rounding 
off the discussion.

In order to argue for the claim that authentic leadership 
theory still has something important to teach us about ethical 
leadership, I shall discuss four issues in subsequent order. 
First, a presentation of the basic tenets of authentic leader-
ship together with an interpretation of what role ethics plays 
in it will be provided. In some respects my presentation will 
be sympathetic to canonical authors and in other respects I 
shall criticize them, in particular when they are inconsistent, 
where bolder claims would be sensible or where they claim 
more than they can prove. In a second section, I shall address 
the issue of how the account of ethical leadership carved out 
in the first section envisages an implementation of ethics in 
leadership practice. The main aim of the section is to provide 
reasons for the claim that the account is practically relevant. 
In a third section, having established the basic structure of 
the account together with its practical implications, I turn to 
some of the criticisms of authentic leadership theory, which 
have raised objections to its ethical component. The fourth 
and last section will address the social dimension of ethical 
leadership. How does the ethical component of authentic 
leadership affect followers and organizational structures? 
I shall claim that the account to be defended here implies 
social conventions, which establish a normative structure 
governing social interactions in organizations. This social 
dimension is an integral aspect of the relation between 
authenticity and ethical leadership.

2  Ethics in Authentic leadership theory

There are numerous publications addressing authentic lead-
ership. But if we want an account to make sense of how 
authenticity and ethics go together, while paying special 
attention to individual leaders’ personalities and the par-
ticular development of authentic leaders, the work of Bruce 
Avolio and his colleagues is a sensible starting point.6 In 
what follows, "authentic leadership theory" and related 
expressions refer to this account.

The account is best understood as combining certain 
strands of research on transformational leadership and oth-
ers on positive organizational behavior (Luthans and Avolio 
2003). According to this view on authentic leadership, a pro-
cessual point of view makes sense: authentic leaders have a 
particular biography, as they are willing and able to face and 
deal with difficult situations, which eventually makes them 

become authentic.7 Such a focus has also been proposed by 
practitioners (George 2003) and scholars often see this as a 
matter of personality, which can be measured (Avolio and 
Gardner 2005).

Leadership development thus forms the primary topic for 
this take on authentic leadership. Apart from trying to inte-
grate positive psychology models including hope, efficacy, 
resiliency and optimism, results about positive organiza-
tional behavior, transformational/full-range leadership and 
ethical and moral perspective-taking are the new ingredients 
Luthans and Avolio (2003) sought to bring into authentic 
leadership development research (and its practice).

For present purposes, the account of ethical and moral 
perspective-taking (Schulman 2002) and its integration in 
authentic leadership theory as proposed by May et al. (2003) 
will provide the footing for clarifying the role ethics plays in 
authentic leadership theory. Usually, these are the sources 
cited as providing the roots and context for understanding 
the ethical aspects of authentic leadership theory.89

Michael Schulman’s "How We Become Moral" (2002) 
is not a philosophical account of ethics, but—first and fore-
most—an account in moral psychology focused on moral 
motivation and its development.10 Nevertheless, he fre-
quently adduces evidence for the philosophically relevant 
claim that humans possess an intrinsic sensitivity to harming 
and helping (2002, p. 503), which he also calls "care about 
goodness". He concludes his article with the following pas-
sage (2002, pp. 509–510):

6 Luthans & Avolio 2003; Avolio & Gardner, 2005; Gardner, Avolio 
& Walumbwa, 2005; Walumbwa, Avolio, Gardner, Wernsing & Peter-
son, 2008.

7 Earlier landmarks regarding this particular line of research were 
Bennis & Thomas 2002 and Shamir & Eilam 2005.
8 See, for example, Avolio & Gardner 2005, p. 332 and Gardner, 
Avolio, Luthans et al. 2005a, b, p. 345.
9 One might wonder whether a paper from 2003 is a bit dated. While 
May et  al. 2003 has been cited 831 times (according to Google 
Scholar November 2019), I have not found one publication that 
does not simply draw on that paper, but offers a critical discussion 
of the various points it raises. Something similar can be said regard-
ing Schulman’s 2002 article. The only difference is that the latter has 
been cited considerably less frequently. This of course underlines that 
there is work to be done regarding the relation of authenticity and 
ethical leadership.
10 Sometimes moral values or moral judgments are entertained but 
do not lead to moral actions (which, in turn, do not lead to moral con-
sequences). Investigating moral motivation is an attempt to bridge 
this gap. An account of moral motivation thus explains how individu-
als are affected by moral values, moral judgments, moral virtues etc. 
and thus are moved to act in accord with them and possibly even per-
sist in the face of adverse circumstances. Moral motivations can be 
based on reasons for action, emotions or unconscious drives (maybe 
even combinations of these). A full understanding also involves an 
explanation of how they are developed, since sometimes they are 
lacking and we would like to know whether, how and to what extent 
people with good values can become true moral agents.
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That extreme goodness feels more normal to us than 
extreme badness is worth remembering as we, scien-
tists and laypersons, try to piece together an under-
standing of human nature. Somehow, we have been 
ushered down a unique evolutionary path where, unlike 
any other biological system, we have come to care 
about goodness. This interest in, and responsiveness 
to, morality has played a major role in the development 
of human civilization and has contributed enormously 
to the survival and flourishing of our species.

Such an informed commitment to an anthropological 
constant is of course highly relevant for the application of 
ethics to leadership, since it narrows our focus down to a 
perspective, where we claim (based on empirical research 
and not merely on armchair philosophy) that moral good-
ness is primarily about a psychological capacity with both a 
particular motivation mechanism and a particular develop-
ment in the background. From a philosophical perspective, 
we might best call this a naturalistic account of moral con-
science.11 Hence, when discussing ethics in the context of 
authentic leadership theory, we are primarily discussing the 
topic of moral conscience and how that explains the relations 
between authenticity and ethical leadership.

Here we may already note an important connection to 
what Drucker tells us about leadership ethics. According to 
him, leaders should do no harm while pursuing their objec-
tives. If read together with the claim that there is an intrin-
sic sensitivity to harming and helping, Drucker’s take on 
leadership ethics simply spells out a necessary normative 
constraint on leadership, which does not obtain because of 
invention, the historical development of certain cultures or 
social conventions, but which obtains because of basic evo-
lutionary facts about human nature.1213But how does this 
psychological capacity affect our deeds, speech acts and 
moral judgments?

The ability to deal with challenging situations, of which 
Avolio and his colleagues claimed that it lies at the heart of 

authentic leadership, can also be found in Schulman’s vision 
of a moral person, of whom he writes (2002, p. 500):

[T]he moral person resists temptation and treats others 
well out of “internal” motives, doing so even when he 
or she can get away with doing otherwise.

So, any sensible account of moral motivation must be able 
to explain this sort of stability. That is a first aspect of the 
sort of psychological capacity we are after. But there is much 
more to be said about the psychology of moral conscience.

According to Schulman’s proposal, concern for others—
the basic mark he identifies in moral motives—emerges 
spontaneously in very young children and the morality this 
gives rise to has, in our species, evolved in three separate 
forms, which account for significant individual styles of 
manifesting morality in deeds, speech acts and judgments 
(2002, p. 500). There are, Schulman continues, three inde-
pendent sources, which can provide such an explanation: 
empathy, moral affiliations and principles. But why three and 
not one? Nature often builds redundancy into vital mecha-
nism to have a backup in case they fail. On this view, the 
fact that there are three different sources of moral motivation 
supports the idea that we are actually talking about a vital 
system, for the existence of which there are good evolu-
tionary reasons. Moral conscience is therefore crucial for 
survival.

Let us now turn to the details of moral motives. Empathy 
is the first source of moral motivation and, thus, of human 
conscience. It is primarily about being motivated to think 
and behave ethically, because we are moved by people’s 
feelings, especially their suffering. It is the probably nor-
mally distributed capacity to imagine ourselves in another’s 
psychological place, to feel their pleasant and unpleasant 
feelings as if they were our own. Children often begin to 
manifest empathic reactions by their  18th month (Schulman 
2002, p. 501). According to John Gibbs (2013, p. 1) too, 
social perspective-taking is central to moral development 
and behavior. It relates to justice, mutual respect as well as 
caring. Philosopher Derek Parfit (2011, p. 330) wrote that 
a requirement to imagine ourselves in others’ positions is 
the psychologically most effective way of making us more 
impartial and of motivating us morally.

This is highly relevant for ethical leadership theory. As 
was mentioned in the introduction, it is an effect of power 
that leaders are less compassionate, are less distressed by 
others’ suffering, and also show less justice towards others 
(van Kleef et al. 2008; Blader and Chen 2012). There is 
thus evidence that power works against empathy and thus 
we may infer that it also diminishes moral motivation. But 
we have also mentioned already that power may raise moral 
awareness in those leaders who have a strong moral identity 
and a prosocial attitude (DeCelles et al. 2012; Chen et al. 
2001). Based on our present discussion, we can relate this 

11 It is an account of moral conscience, because it describes a moral 
sense of good and bad. And since this moral sense is explained in 
biological and psychological terms (rather than drawing on a priori or 
religious notions) it is a naturalistic account.
12 On this point, compare also Greene 2013, pp. 36–9, who gives fur-
ther details on the human aversion to violence, positive acts of kind-
ness (i.e. care about others) and the neurological basis of empathy 
(i.e. the emotional reaction to experiences of others, especially suffer-
ing, which is a necessary precondition for care about others).
13 Note that Avolio & Walumbwa (2014, pp. 348–350) explicitly dis-
cuss evolutionary aspects of leadership development. It seems prob-
able that they also fully subscribe to Schulman’s assumptions about 
human nature.
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to empathy, claiming that power is not always antagonistic 
to empathy, but may promote it, where it has been devel-
oped enough beforehand. In this way, a closer examination 
of empathy and power explains why power is the source of 
the biggest ethical challenges for leaders and why building 
empathy (and possibly more conscious variations of social 
perspective-taking) is central for developing moral leaders.

So, if empathy is an (or even the) essential property of 
moral conscience, authenticity—interpreted as, among other 
things, listening to one’s moral conscience—involves a par-
ticular sort of mindfulness, one which allows us to relate 
to another’s perspective in order to gain more impartiality 
and motivation. It is perhaps important to repeat here, that 
Avolio and his colleagues emphasized that they adopt Schul-
man’s view on perspective-taking for their authentic lead-
ership theory. After all, it has played a very central role in 
much cutting-edge thinking about the essence of ethics in 
moral psychology and philosophy.14

On a more abstract level, we find moral affiliations (or 
identification with moral models) as well as commitment 
to principles or personal standards of right or wrong as fur-
ther sources of moral motivation. Both involve a concept of 
goodness: either good models such as a parent, a mentor, a 
religious figure or even a fictional character, or an abstract 
standard, ideal, or principle encoding goodness (Schulman 
2002, pp. 501–3). Bill George puts special emphasis on this 
for his practice-oriented vision of authentic leadership when 
he argues that leaders first have to be clear on their personal 
moral affiliations, test them under difficult situations and 
thus set the ethical tone for their organization (2003: 127–8). 
This is not only prudent leadership, but directly follows from 
a view about human nature, for Schulman notes that "[o]n 
their own, children seem to recognize that there should be 
rules against harming, rules that are not based on authori-
ties" (op. cit., p. 503). Already at age 3, children readily 
apply the evaluative categories "good" and "bad" to their 
own actions, which suggests the development of a positive 
moral identity, according to which they see themselves as 
moral agents to whom moral criteria can (and should) be 
applied.

Such principles, standards, moral criteria and especially 
any notion of goodness presuppose some sort of impartial-
ity. They should be valid, determine what is good and right 
in a moral sense, for different situations and for different 
people. However, if impartiality in moral matters requires 
perspective-taking, we should object to Schulman that his 
three sources of moral motivation are actually not on a par. 
Empathy (and anything else perspective-taking does require) 
is more fundamental for moral conscience and, thus, for 

authenticity. After all, if listening to one’s moral conscience 
is an essential aspect of authenticity, then authenticity must 
necessarily require a sensitivity and sufficient motivation to 
consider other perspectives. This implication for the con-
cept of authenticity is worth stressing, because authenticity 
qua self-knowledge or self-awareness can much too easily 
be thought to require some form of introspection. Follow-
ing the lines of thought just presented, such an approach 
would be wrong-headed. Instead, it is precisely because of 
its close ties with moral conscience (and perspective-taking) 
that self-knowledge is best understood as interactional and 
not as requiring introspection. Otherwise, why should the 
knowledge we come to through authenticity be impartial 
enough for leading other people? It is hard to see what a 
plausible answer to this question looks like. On the other 
hand, if authenticity needs be interactional along these lines, 
an account of ethical leadership based on authenticity will 
put a special emphasis on the social dimension of ethics and 
spell out the relevance of ethical leadership for followers 
and organizational structures. I shall elaborate this insight 
towards the end of this paper. For now we still have some 
other topics to cover.

Any account of moral conscience, which presumes an 
intrinsic sensitivity to harming and helping, must explain 
harmful actions. Schulman himself mentions displacement 
of responsibility (he writes "yielding moral responsibility 
to others") and thinking of others as inherently undesir-
able as important reasons for moral disengagement—the 
phenomenon that people can disengage their conscience in 
order to cause harm without feeling bad (op. cit., p. 508). 
The idea is thus that moral conscience can be weakened or 
even disengaged under conditions where responsibility is 
displaced or victims are dehumanized and that this explains 
harmful actions.15 Recently Albert Bandura has published 
a detailed account of the various forms of moral disengage-
ment, the conditions under which they appear and discusses 
a plethora of examples—many of which are also leader-
ship cases.16This sort of approach is helpful to spell out the 
circumstances in which powerholders must be particularly 
careful and what they must be careful about. But the ques-
tion most relevant here is more fundamental and the empiri-
cal description Bandura provides does not explain why a 

14 For more details on the central role of perspective-taking, the 
reader should consult Gibbs 2013.

15 For details on displacement of responsibility and dehumanization 
see Bandura, pp. 58–62 and pp. 84–89.
16 Bandura’s work on moral disengagement is based on his social 
cognitive theory of human agency, in which the concept of self-effi-
cacy plays a central role. May, Chan, Hodges & Avolio (2003, p. 255 
and p. 257) also stress the importance of self-efficacy, which they see 
as the basis of moral courage. It is therefore rather easy to find con-
ceptual interfaces between authentic leadership theory and Bandura’s 
work, a point which Avolio & Walumbwa (2014, pp. 244–5) also 
emphasize.
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living being possessing an intrinsic sensitivity to harming 
and helping possibly gives in to a susceptibility to harm 
if circumstances are right. In other words, we have good 
evidence for the claim that we are susceptible to do harmful 
things now and then, but we still do not know why that is 
possible. Bandura (2016, p. 4) writes:

To be an agent is to extent intentional influence over 
one’s functioning and over the course of events by 
one’s actions. The capacity for self-influence gives 
meaning to the exercise of morality. If human behav-
ior were controlled solely by external forces, it would 
be pointless to hold individuals responsible for their 
behavior.

As we are mainly interested in leadership ethics, we can-
not wait until philosophers have finished their endless debates 
on free will before we can address questions of leadership 
responsibility. Bandura is of course right that we actually 
do hold in fact hold individuals—and especially leaders—
responsible for their behavior (and sometimes also for their 
beliefs and attitudes) and that we normally presume that 
they are capable of influencing themselves, thus being able 
of making choices of whether to do something harmful or 
not. Such presumptions are commonsensical and we should 
build on them if our leadership theories and especially our 
leadership ethics are to have practical relevance.

There is, however, also one aspect of moral disengage-
ment in Schulman’s article, which cannot be found in Ban-
dura’s work, but which might nevertheless be a sensible can-
didate for explaining why we are sometimes susceptible to 
act harmfully: the suppression of so-called "bad thoughts". 
In order to maintain their positive self-concepts (stemming 
from the moral identity they have developed as children), 
people often mislabel and deny such unwanted thoughts, 
which leads to serious problems in self-regulation (Schul-
man 2002, p. 508). To flesh Schulman’s suggestion out a 
bit, we focus on cases where an interaction with other peo-
ple or events brings up desires, fears or any other emotion 
or thought, which, according to the moral identity we have 
constructed for ourselves, should not arise in that situation. 
There is, then, a difference between our reactions during 
an interaction and what our ideas about our (moral) self 
prescribes as an appropriate reaction. Instead of engaging 
empathy and going with the flow of the interaction (as we 
did when we were children), we cling to our moral identity 
and suppress these unwanted emotions and thoughts. This, 
in turn, can cause us to listen less often or less attentively to 
our moral conscience, especially to the demands of empathy, 
since we have built a habit of preferring the prescriptions of 
our moral identity. In this way, moral conscience becomes 
muzzled and, hence, the very source of our moral identity 
and an essential part of our authenticity cannot do the sort 
of work anymore, which it is meant to do. The result may 

be harmful actions for which we have good reasons—they 
are in sync with our moral identity after all—but which go 
against our moral conscience, which was (at least tempo-
rally) stifled. So, individuals possibly develop habits, which 
manifest as unchecked antisocial impulses, something that is 
highly undesirable in general and particularly in powerhold-
ers. Bill George, writing from a practitioner’s point of view, 
observes (2003, p. 14–15):

Accepting your shadow side is an essential part of being 
authentic.

The academic literature on authentic leadership (and 
arguably on ethical leadership in general) tends to ignore 
this particular form of moral disengagement.17 Neverthe-
less, there is a large literature on the psychodynamic fac-
tors of leadership, which describes and explains the phe-
nomenon (Kets de Vries and Balazs 2011). Psychodynamic 
approaches utilize the concepts of the unconscious and trans-
ference to explain our capacity for self-influence in ways 
that are sensitive to individual characteristics and the history 
of individual psychological development. In particular, our 
ways of reacting to power and how these affect our possibili-
ties for exercising intentional influence on our functioning 
may have unconscious aspects which do not play in a role in 
Bandura’s account.18

Merging research on authentic leadership (and ethical lead-
ership in general) with psychodynamic explanations of moral 
disengagement (and dysfunctional behavior in general) is a 
promising line of inquiry, precisely because it promises to 
yield deeper explanations and, thus, more reliable results on 
what authenticity and moral conscience require by discover-
ing the roots of inauthentic deeds, speech acts and judgment. 
It thus helps clarifying the relation between authenticity and 
ethical leadership, while it opens up a vast array of interven-
tional possibility, because psychodynamics has various meth-
ods working on people’s capacities for self-influence.

Schulman ends his article with recommendations regard-
ing moral development. Immoral behavior, for him, is as 
much a product of moral motivation deficits as it is a product 
of unchecked antisocial impulses (2002, p. 509). Children, 
therefore, need enough empathy, adequate attachment to 
moral models (including communities with moral standards) 
and moral principles. They also need clear and convinc-
ing messages that they are expected to develop a positive 
moral identity. According to authentic leadership theory, 
the implications for leadership development are obvious. 
Positive psychology, with its focus on the role of positive 

17 As the quote from Bill George shows, the topic seems to be more 
obvious for practitioners.
18 For example Ladkin et al. 2016 suggest that C. G. Jung’s notion of 
individuation can help us refine the concept of authentic leadership, 
because it provides a way of introducing unconscious aspects into 
leadership theory that accords a role to the developmental and proces-
sual insights developed in the literature on authentic leadership.
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emotions in the fulfillment of human potential (Seligman 
and Csikszentmihalyi 2000), is the primary domain of 
research, which can be applied to organizational theory to 
improve workplace performance (Luthans 2002). But the 
problem of unchecked antisocial impulses and the role they 
play for moral disengagement is still best addressed within 
the domain of psychodynamics, where there is a focus on 
the role of past experiences in the development of human 
character. There is no reason why insights from this other 
domain should not also inform the theory and practice of 
leadership and organizational development. The theory of 
authentic leadership should hence adopt a more encompass-
ing account of leadership ethics, heeding the proposal by 
Kets de Vries and Balazs (2011, p. 391)19:

One way in which the two currents might be reconciled 
in future research in organizational behavior is to start 
with the clinical paradigm, by acknowledging the ori-
gins and role played by dysfunctional human behavior, 
and then building on it by exposing how the tenets of 
positive organizational psychology can help human 
beings overcome certain dysfunctional behaviors by 
moving away from the negative and damaged towards 
the more positive and constructive world of possibili-
ties and reparation of negative past experiences.

After this review of the moral psychology presupposed in 
authentic leadership theory, we are now ready to consider, 
how some of these themes are explicitly applied to leader-
ship by Avolio and colleagues—and also where we have 
to go back to moral psychology and philosophy in order to 
obtain a more complete picture.

3  Ways of implementing ethics in leadership 
practice

We now turn to "Developing the Moral Component of 
Authentic Leadership" (May et al. 2003), which provides 
detailed explanations of how ethics is integrated in authentic 
leadership theory. This account focuses on notions adopted 
from positive organizational psychology and thus mentions 
resilience in dealing with difficult issues (op. cit., pp. 247–8), 
humility (p. 249) and optimism (p. 248) as important marks 
of authentic leaders. There is, however, also a considerable 
emphasis on the capacity to recognize the moral dimension 
of a situation, which involves leaders seeing their role as 
including an ethical responsibility to their stakeholders as 
well as a sensitivity to ethical issues and past experiences, 
from which they have learned to best deal with ethical issues 
(p. 247). Adequate responsiveness to different stakeholder 

needs obviously requires perspective-taking and together 
with a willingness to tackle difficult issues (even if there 
are no clear solutions in sight), these two are declared to be 
the marks of an authentic leader’s moral capacity (p. 248).

A lack of authenticity in leadership is associated with an 
excessive interest in short-term performance outcomes and 
a neglect of consideration of what it would take to create 
sustainable outcomes. Another reason for inauthentic leader-
ship is a failure "to listen to the voices of their most authen-
tic associates" (op. cit., p. 249). Under the assumption that 
authentic leaders are per definitionem moral leaders, we may 
infer that these shortcomings are also sources of immoral 
leadership behavior.

Note that these are both cognitive shortcomings: on 
the one hand we have an unwillingness (maybe an inabil-
ity) to consider the requirements of a sustained pursuit of 
organizational objectives and on the other hand we have an 
unwillingness (maybe an inability) to identify and listen to 
reliable associates. Authenticity is thus thought to involve 
particular cognitive capacities, some of which are tightly 
connected to moral capacities. Moreover, of course, perspec-
tive-taking itself is a complex cognitive and emotional act 
lying at the heart of moral development and behavior. We 
should therefore take some of the statements about the role 
of self-awareness for moral decision-making with a pinch 
of salt—for example when May, Chan, Hodges and Avolio 
write (2003, p. 249):

The important message we wish to convey is that lead-
ers must know what is important to them—they must 
be totally immersed in their core beliefs and values. 
This constitutes a fundamental sense of self-awareness.
Next, leaders must convey those beliefs and values in 
every possible interaction at every level of the organi-
zation. If all leaders act in accord with their core 
beliefs and values, then what they say is exactly what 
they mean.

If read literally, these statements are only true if the 
core beliefs and values of any leader (anytime, anywhere) 
discovered through self-awareness involve a sincere com-
mitment to a sustainable pursuit of organizational goals, 
a humility to listen to others and a sincere interest in all 
stakeholder needs. Immersion in those beliefs and val-
ues must also be connected with the cognitive capacities 
required to put them into action and to generate appropri-
ate results.

The philosophical commitments behind this approach to 
the moral component of authentic leadership are consider-
able. It presupposes a consequentialist ethics, for authentic 
leaders allegedly achieve ethical results over the long term. 
It also presupposes a sort of moral conscience, which, if 
we tap into it, commits us to sustainability and a sincere 
interest in the needs of all sorts of different stakeholders. 

19 Note that "clinical paradigm" refers to the conceptual framework 
of psychodynamics, which is employed to study leadership.
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Furthermore, there are particular cognitive capacities 
associated with moral conscience, which constitute the 
sort of practical knowledge needed to act right. Already 
before actual decision-making begins (that is, on the level 
of recognizing an issue as moral) an authentic leader has 
to be aware of six different aspects (p. 251):

1. Issues vary in the degree to which they have conse-
quences for others.

2. Issues differ in the probability of whether those conse-
quences will occur.

3. Consequences may happen in the near or distant future.
4. Individuals who are affected vary in their degree of 

social, cultural, psychological, or physical closeness to 
the leader.

5. The consequences of a decision may be concentrated on 
a few individuals or spread out among many stakehold-
ers.

6. Issues vary in the degree of consensus others have 
regarding what the leader should do.

This list defines a sensitivity to interdependencies between 
facts at different times and different people (including their 
needs), which is used to compile a set of weighted alterna-
tives and that, in turn, is used to develop concrete intentions 
to act (p. 252). Note that core beliefs and ethical values avail-
able through self-awareness can only inform the weighting of 
alternatives and the development of intentions to act (espe-
cially the moral motivations behind acts). The sensitivity to 
interdependencies and the imagination and experience used 
to develop the alternatives do much more work than self-
awareness and it therefore requires stretching the semantics 
of the term "authentic" if we still want to call the entire thing 
an authentic decision-making process.

When it comes to the details of what constitutes an 
authentic leader’s moral capacity, there are three elements, 
which influence the weighting of alternatives and the devel-
opment of intentions (especially its motivational compo-
nent). In these three elements, we find a more detailed vision 
of how the core beliefs and ethical values available through 
self-awareness do accomplish work in decision-making (p. 
252).

The first aspect is perceptions of the leadership role and 
it is primarily about a leader’s moral identity. That identity 
should involve a responsibility to act morally (a sincere com-
mitment to do the right thing) and in the best interest of all 
stakeholders.

The second aspect is perspective-taking ability and we 
have already noted how central it is to moral development 
and behavior. The authors stress here its function to develop 
alternatives and, in particular, to assess the consequences 
of decisions. It helps when dealing with complex, difficult 
problems and "raises the chances of finding a simple and 

straightforward solution" (p. 252). Note that whereas per-
spective-taking is often associated with empathy, providing 
a way of developing a relation to the emotional dimension 
an issue might have for others, the authors now focus on 
this capacity’s potential for carving out different perspec-
tives on a moral problem together with their consequences. 
It hence serves not only as a basis for emotional, but also 
for intellectual assessments. This is precisely the point Parfit 
is after, as we have already mentioned, when he writes that 
a requirement to imagine ourselves in others’ positions is 
the psychologically most effective way of making us more 
impartial. It is, therefore, through perspective-taking that 
we can move from a subjective morality (available through 
self-awareness of our beliefs and values) to intentions and 
acts, of which we can claim ethical correctness in a more 
objective sense. In other words, perspective-taking supports 
moral justification.

The third aspect is leadership experiences with moral 
dilemmas. We saw that Schulman believed in an intrinsic 
sensitivity to harming and helping, which is a result of 
human evolution. Such a commitment to basic human good-
ness is also something that shines through in some of the 
claims May, Chan, Hodges & Avolio make (even though 
it is nowhere explicitly argued for). Still, nobody is claim-
ing that goodness is hard-wired. Moral disengagement and 
unchecked antisocial impulses are just as much facts about 
human morality as is the necessity to actively counter moral 
motivation deficits in education if we want to develop moral 
characters that actually deserve the name. In authentic lead-
ership theory, being a theory about development, leaders 
have to grapple with difficult moral problems in order to 
develop (and later hone) the psychological capacities nec-
essary to reliably deal with morally demanding situations. 
Leaders must be ready to learn, be "’open systems,’ con-
stantly updating what they have ’in store’ to deal with the 
most difficult moral problems" (p. 252).

Of course, successful authentic leadership development 
does not happen in a void and we would starkly misrepresent 
the spirit of Luthans and Avolio’s original article (2003) if 
we focused on individual personality characteristics only. 
There are organizational factors, which facilitate authentic 
leadership development. One such factor is the selection 
process, during which authenticity and moral motivation 
should be assessed. Then, top management must provide 
support for development efforts. They do that by acting as 
role models and by dedicating resources to the development 
of authenticity. Furthermore, performance metric systems 
should provide a sound basis for rewarding a longer-term 
orientation and for morally good action in the face of pres-
sure to do otherwise (p. 257). For that, leadership develop-
ment programs may play an important role.

In leadership development programs, moral capacities can 
be trained specifically. There, leaders should be sensitized to 
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stakeholder needs and to how their decisions affect them.20 
Perspective-taking abilities are honed through work on ethi-
cal issues, during which they might employ different ethical 
reasoning models. The authors also envisage discussions 
of concrete ethical issues with role models. Training can 
also enhance self-efficacy and resiliency, both of which help 
leaders to deal successfully with ethically demanding situ-
ations (pp. 257–8).

All in all, the article by May, Chan, Hodges and Avolio 
contains a detailed and explicit account of how ethics in 
authentic leadership theory is construed. In our discussion, 
however, we have found that it makes sense to flesh certain 
details out by going back to Schulman’s proposal. Together 
with some further developments of the lines of research 
mentioned by Schulman and a more explicit consideration of 
philosophical commitments, the entire model appears con-
sistent and applicable. We shall now turn to some objections 
from the literature. Dealing with them allows us to refine the 
account a bit more and it even allows us to fill a lacuna of 
authentic leadership theory.

4  Reply to objections

Authentic leadership theory has been criticized by leader-
ship scholars and one important line of criticism addresses 
its claims to promote ethical leadership. Peter Northouse, for 
example, writes in his textbook (2016, p. 207):

[T]he moral component of authentic leadership is not 
fully explained. Whereas authentic leadership implies 
that leaders are motivated by higher-order end values 
such as justice and community, the way that these val-
ues function to influence authentic leadership is not 
clear. For example, how are a leader’s values related 
to a leader’s self-awareness? Or, what is the path or 
underlying process through which moral values affect 
other components of authentic leadership? In its pre-
sent form, authentic leadership does not offer thorough 
answers to these questions.

Avolio and Walumbwa (2014, p. 345) seem to concur:

In sum, there is a clear rationale and some prelimi-
nary evidence to support the proposed links between 
authentic leadership and behaving more ethically in 
organizations. Clearly, a lot of work remains to deter-
mine under what conditions authentic leadership may 
be more or less likely to foster ethical outcomes.

This is, however, not the best answer they could give. 
Northouse seems to expect an account of how some grand 

values such as justice and community can be internalized, 
such as to make them available to a self-awareness in order 
to motivate ethical action and affect other, more rational and 
value-neutral, aspects of authentic leadership behavior.21 
Such an expectation arguably has a basis in some of the 
claims Avolio and his colleagues made. Still, it is completely 
wrongheaded. The best way of construing the ethical compo-
nent of authentic leadership is, as has been explained above, 
along the lines of a naturalistic notion of moral conscience.

Moral conscience, being an awareness of subjective 
moral beliefs and values, can never tap into grand values, 
such as an objective idea of justice, which presumably has a 
precisely carved out content. While developing their moral 
identity, children do construct preliminary notions of justice 
and goodness together with corresponding rules, principles 
and moral criteria to assess situations and their own and oth-
ers’ actions. These notions, however, are rather subjective. It 
is only through the capacity of empathy, exercised in interac-
tions with other people when perspective-taking is actively 
practiced, that these subjective notions become more impar-
tial and may become the basis for reliably objective claims 
about what is good and bad. The process may take a long 
time and require much experience. It is to be expected that 
difficult ethical decisions are important for the sort of pro-
cess constitutive of authentic leadership. If uncertainty and 
risks are high, if there is external pressure to do something 
else, perspective-taking becomes more difficult; but if aspir-
ing authentic leaders stay true to their moral conscience and 
fully exercise their empathic and cognitive capacities, there 
will be development. In fact, and pace Northouse, authentic 
leadership theory has close at hand a detailed account of 
how leaders’ values and leaders’ self-awareness are related. 
There is also close at hand a detailed account of moral moti-
vation and of how it develops.

A second objection comes from Joanne Ciulla. In an arti-
cle about whether Nelson Mandela counts as an authentic 
leader, she writes (Ciulla 2013, p. 154):

Authentic leadership is basically about how a leader’s 
self-knowledge contributes to making him or her an 
effective and a moral leader. There is an inherent cir-
cularity in the notion of morality in this definition. 
Morality seems to be both the result of being authentic 
and a quality of authenticity.

Ciulla does not explicitly claim that such a circularity can-
not have much explanatory force in general. But towards the 
end of her article, she writes that it certainly has not enough 
explanatory force when it comes to assessing concrete lead-
ers like Nelson Mandela. As an alternative to the authentic 

20 Bill George (2003, pp. 127–8) puts much emphasis this point as 
well.

21 I leave aside the question to what extent the word "community" 
can refer to a value in the sense that "justice" or "benevolence" do.
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leadership theory developed by Avolio and colleagues, she 
suggests paying more attention to what philosophers like Sar-
tre and Heidegger have to say about authenticity (p. 170):

[A] construct of authenticity that centers on self-
knowledge is too simplistic to explain complex lead-
ers like Mandela. Leadership scholars would benefit 
from carefully reading the more nuanced philosophic 
accounts of authenticity in writers such as Sartre and 
Heidegger.[…] And […] the assumption that moral-
ity is a quality of an authentic leader and the result of 
being an authentic leader is circular and too simplistic 
to stand up to real examples in history. Mandela is not 
a moral leader because he is authentic, nor is he an 
authentic leader because he is moral.

There is an important point to be gleaned from this criti-
cism. The emphasis that Avolio and colleagues sometimes 
put on how self-knowledge and ethical leadership hang 
together can be misleading. We have to insist that the ethi-
cal component of authentic leadership is all about moral 
conscience. And since moral conscience (itself a conglom-
erate of psychological capacities) is subject to development 
as explained above, there is no circularity. People have a 
moral conscience and by exercising it, they can judge, speak 
and behave morally. Self-knowledge, drawing on their moral 
identity (which has developed over time) allows authentic 
leaders to be ethical leaders.

But, and here Ciulla goes wrong, we must clearly distin-
guish between possessing a capacity (or a set of capacities, 
such as that constituting moral conscience) and its exercise. 
Having two legs does not mean that one can walk. Human 
infants have to learn it and get better over time. Professional 
athletes will have to hone this skill more than anybody else 
in order to deliver outstanding performances. The same is 
true for moral conscience. Any mentally healthy human 
being has it and does develop it to some extent. But leaders 
who hold power and who have to make far-reaching deci-
sions (possibly under pressure and under conditions of risk 
and uncertainty) will have to hone it much more to deliver 
the outstanding performances they are expected to deliver.

What may appear as a facile circularity is actually a short-
hand expression of the fact that the sort of moral conscience 
involved in authentic leadership theory must be understood in 
processual terms. We have to consider moral development and 
the role of crucibles to understand authenticity clearly. And 
once we do so, we find that the process authentic leaders go 
through when honing their ethical decision-making is a dia-
lectical process, one which is by no means lacking complexity. 
If we consider all elements mentioned above, the resulting 
account is probably not less nuanced than what Sartre and 
Heidegger have to say about authenticity. Because its outlook 
is naturalistic and its claims are subject to empirical research, 
it might even be clearer and more practically relevant.

Let us now turn to a third objection, one which is explic-
itly Heideggerian in its approach. What if authenticity has 
nothing to do at all with ethical values? Algera and Lips-
Wiersma (2012) compared the account of authenticity in 
authentic leadership theory with the account of authenticity 
as used in existential theory. Their insightful article contains 
a variety of important claims, but for present purposes we 
just focus on one: authenticity is not intrinsically ethical. 
They write (2012, p. 125):

From an existentialist perspective, the concept of 
authenticity does not necessarily have ethical impli-
cations (Guignon and Pereboom 1995). Even though 
the ideal of authenticity calls on the individual to live a 
more focused life that integrates her deeper beliefs, val-
ues and concerns in a unified whole, "there is no reason 
to believe that a person who is authentic necessarily will 
be a more benevolent or more principled person" (p. 
xxxiv). Similarly, authenticity might not have any moral 
implications for the nature of the objective or purpose 
the individual strives for. What is true or good from 
the perspective of the authentic individual might not 
be in line with what is considered as ethical or moral 
by another human being or by society. […] In addition, 
even if the authentic leader has high moral standard[s], 
making ethical decisions will be challenged by external 
pressures, like those of the market. Current AL [authen-
tic leadership theory] also fails to address the implica-
tions of the profit demands of the market place on the 
capacity of the leader to act morally or ethically.

The existential concept of authenticity, which Algera and 
Lips-Wiersma contrast with authentic leadership theory, is 
borrowed to a large degree from Martin Heidegger. They 
argue that through this approach, they arrive at a notion of 
authenticity that is more powerful than what Avolio and his 
colleagues offer, because the existential analysis recognizes 
authenticity as a complex and multileveled concept deeply 
rooted in the ontology of being human. From that perspec-
tive, they hold, there is no necessary connection between 
authenticity and ethics.22 But why should authentic leader-
ship theory adopt such an existential perspective?

As we have argued, especially in the discussion of Schul-
man’s moral psychology, the naturalistic conception of moral 
conscience behind authentic leadership theory does indeed 
include explicit claims about human nature and uses them as 
a footing for explaining the psychological capacities involved 

22 This claim about existential analysis is of course wrong. Based 
on Heidegger’s account of authenticity, Emmanuel Lévinas argues 
in his Totality and Infinity (1961) that human existence is fundamen-
tally ethical, thus developing an alternative existentialist account of 
authenticity, which finds no sense in differentiating authenticity and 
ethics.
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in ethical decision-making plus the moral development neces-
sary to exercise the moral component of authenticity. From that 
point of view, the moral component of authentic leadership is 
itself very complex and multileveled, because the interactions 
seasoned authentic leaders have gone through over time in 
order to develop a reliable moral conscience involve many fac-
tors. Algera and Lips-Wiersma have not provided good reasons 
for believing that their existential conception of human nature 
is better than the naturalistic conception (or any other philo-
sophical conception). A first question we might ask is whether 
theirs is clearer. Then, can they provide at least some empirical 
evidence supporting specific aspects of their account—espe-
cially regarding efficiency? After all, leadership exists in rela-
tion to objectives. Leadership is, in other words, instrumental 
and if attaining objectives in efficient ways does not matter 
anymore, we have probably changed discourse somewhere 
along the way and are now talking about another topic.23

Despite this, there are three ideas central to the article 
by Algera & Lips-Wiersma that I want to underline and 
fully endorse. First, they (2012, p. 120) criticize Walumbwa 
et  al. (2008) for operationalizing authenticity in a way 
that neglects the complexity of the concept. Even though 
Walumbwa and Avolio (2014) conceded such criticisms, 
there are reasons to presume that they do not always fully 
consider all the psychological and philosophical aspects they 
initially sought to fuse into one theory. We have already 
argued above that this is the case for the moral component 
of authenticity, as they originally envisaged it. Nevertheless, 
empirical investigation has to make choices in order to yield 
results and if there are good arguments to design new experi-
ments to investigate further, hitherto unexamined aspects of 

authenticity, Avolio and colleagues will probably be among 
the first to welcome such endeavors.

Second, Algera and Lips-Wiersma (op. cit., pp. 120–124) 
argue that because authentic leadership is tightly connected 
to positive organizational psychology, it does not usually 
investigate how inauthenticity arises. That is true and it is a 
problem. With a positive conception of human nature and a 
corresponding notion of moral conscience, authentic leader-
ship theory has to have an account of how inauthentic—and 
especially unethical—leadership arises. We should, pace 
Algera and Lips-Wiersma, not presuppose without good fur-
ther reasons that philosophy is in the best position to fully 
elucidate inauthenticity. As has been mentioned above, Ban-
dura’s account of moral disengagement can help us study 
many aspects of unethical leadership and, thus, allows us 
to better understand what authentic leadership does require. 
Furthermore, there is a vast literature on psychodynamic 
aspects of leadership, which does help us elucidate unethi-
cal leadership and other cases of dysfunctional behavior in 
organizations, which are not covered by Bandura’s account. 
This need not amount to a rejection of a basic commitment 
to positive organizational psychology, but it might involve 
broadening the theoretical outlook in order to be better able 
to elucidate authentic leadership in its entirety.

Third, based on other research, Algera and Lips-Wiersma 
(pp. 127–128) argue that regarding responsibility we should 
consider organizations as a whole and ask what influence 
organizational culture has. For them, authentic leadership 
theory focuses too much on personal responsibility, even 
though we should also take collective responsibility into 
consideration. Going, again, back to the naturalistic account 
of moral conscience sketched above, this is of course true: 
much of the presentation given does focus on individual 
responsibility. Nevertheless, bearing in mind the role that 
empathy and perspective-taking play in the account, social 
interaction is pivotal and hence questions concerning the 
social dimension of moral conscience are not a change of 
topic or just an interesting excursus.24 And there is also a 
general point about good accounts of ethical leadership that 
must be added here: Leadership is not only about individual 
leaders, but also about followers and organizational struc-
tures. An account of ethical leadership must therefore deliver 
more than merely a list of criteria for identifying ethical 
leaders, it must also explain how ethical leadership affects 
followers and organizational structures. So, if the relation 
between authenticity and ethical leadership established here 

23 There are also some serious general worries about taking a Hei-
deggerian perspective. Since the publication of Heidegger’s Black 
Notebooks, where he gives voice to his antisemitism and to fascist 
affinities, we cannot simply presume anymore, as Algera & Lips-
Wiersma did, that Heidegger’s views on authenticity and ethical val-
ues have a special status, that they are somehow better or philosophi-
cally deeper than other views. Even if we are unwilling to simply ban 
Heidegger forever from all of our theorizing, what he has to say con-
cerning authenticity and ethical values must be appraised very care-
fully. That work has just begun and there are still intricate questions 
to be asked concerning Heidegger’s own authenticity, responsibility 
and ethics as a leader, especially when he was rector at Freiburg Uni-
versity, but also regarding his philosophical work (cf. Knowles 2019). 
Let me sharpen the philosophical problem, which comes with all 
this. From a logical point of view, the Heidegger case poses a para-
dox. The sometimes inauthentic Heidegger tells us that inauthentic-
ity is inevitable. But, when saying that, is he being authentic or not? 
Framed like this, my objection is not simply an (illicit) ad hominem 
objection, but much more like the liar paradox applied to Heideg-
gerian approaches to authentic leadership research. Without answers 
to these questions, I suggest, we better suspend utilizing passages 
from Heidegger’s works as readily available building blocks for our 
theorizing about leadership and turn to something more reliable.

24 Bill George (2003, pp. 23 & 47–8) also emphasizes the impor-
tance of the social dimension for authentic leadership practice: not 
only does authenticity involve a capacity to develop stable relation-
ships, but it also involves acknowledging one’s social responsibilities.
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is any good, it must also provide a sure footing for elucidat-
ing the social dimension.

Historically, proponents of moral conscience did not for-
get about the implications their accounts had for societies. 
In the next and final section, I shall draw on these sources to 
make a (preliminary) suggestion cocerning how the social 
dimension of ethical leadership can be elucidated by authen-
tic leadership theory.

5  The social dimension of moral conscience

Moral conscience has been discussed by philosophers dur-
ing the last 2500 years and the notion normally refers to a 
form of moral knowledge that is, in traditional terminology, 
"shared by oneself".25 This need not mean that the source of 
moral values cannot be external, but it does mean that self-
knowledge does play an important role. According to the 
specific account introduced above, we hold onto the personal 
and subjective character of a specific self-knowledge, which 
is seen as a natural phenomenon and, at least in principle, a 
matter of empirical facts.

What is special about the account presented here is the 
role perspective-taking plays. Moral conscience has an 
emotional component (called empathy) and an intellectual 
component, which together allow us to use social interac-
tions to develop more impartial views and to motivate us 
morally. Perspective-taking, together with other cognitive 
capacities constituting a sensitivity to interdependencies 
between facts at different times and different people (includ-
ing their needs), is the basis for ethical decision-making. In 
other words, a sensitivity to social matters is build into this 
concept of moral conscience. But what can we deduce from 
this for organizational cultures or even society as a whole?

Traditionally, there are some lines of argument for the 
freedom of conscience, which explain the social role of con-
ceptions of moral conscience such as the one proposed here. 
One first argument, which is often associated with Pierre 
Bayle (1686–1688) (2005) and John Locke’s (2010) Second 
Letter Concerning Tolerance is the argument from humil-
ity.26 The argument is also called "argument from igno-
rance," because it is a skeptical approach to the content of 
conscience: it is always possible that what we consciously 
believe is wrong and that those with beliefs opposite to ours 
are right. This is the epistemological upshot from saying 
that the content of moral conscience is subjective and that 

perspective-taking is necessary in order to arrive at impar-
tial beliefs about morality. From a social perspective, this 
is the basis for a requirement of tolerance (Sulmasy 2008, 
p. 144). There is a reason not to force anyone to do some-
thing or believe in things, which might turn out morally 
wrong. Applied to leadership, authentic leaders must not 
force followers to adopt particular moral values and should 
grant them a right of conscientious objection. And because 
authentic leadership is both part and parcel of an authentic 
organization—and, ideally, of an authentic society—such a 
right will be an important social convention, as it has a con-
siderable impact on the form social interactions take within 
such a group of people.

Another important argument comes from John Stuart Mill 
(1859), who wrote in chapter 2 of his On Liberty:

Complete liberty of contradicting and disproving our 
opinion, is the very condition which justifies us in 
assuming its truth for purposes of action; and on no 
other terms can a being with human faculties have any 
rational assurance of being right.

This appears, at first glance, not to really address moral 
conscience. But in fact, it is about the role that subjective 
beliefs and values, those forming the content of moral con-
science, must have in social interaction in order to institu-
tionalize freedom of conscience for everybody and to foster 
progress as a group. Perspective-taking is much easier (and 
often even only possible) if subjective beliefs and values 
are disclosed openly. And if we disclose the contents of our 
moral conscience and find no opposition or alternative to 
that opinion, we can claim being impartial as much as it is 
possible in that situation. According to Mill, this is all the 
rational assurance we can get for being right in thought, talk 
and action.

Applied to leadership, Mill’s argument compels authentic 
leaders to make sure that all interactions qualify as authentic 
too. Subjective beliefs and values are to be disclosed within 
the group in order to optimize conditions for perspective-
taking and, thereby, for rational decision-making processes 
which yield results that can rationally be claimed to be as 
impartial and ethically good as possible. This is not only a 
way of recognizing what everybody has to contribute, but it 
is also a way of recognizing under what conditions diverse 
views can interact to achieve objectives as a group.

The first argument is a principle of tolerance and the 
second argument is a principle of transparency. Both are 
necessary requirements for institutionalizing perspective-
taking in a group of people. For organizations and societies, 
they secure a culture in which perspective-taking is both 
demanded and also ensures moral growth as well as moral 
motivation. Leaders of groups violating these principles can-
not count as authentic leaders. And groups which do not 
have these principles as social conventions are probably not 

25 See Sorabji 2014 for a detailed account.
26 Sorabji (2014, p. 139) also mentions Richard Overton, William 
Walwyn, Milton, Hobbes and St.Augustine, which illustrates that 
a wide variety of writers thought about this possible implication of 
moral conscience.
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the most conducive environments for the development of 
authentic leadership.

Note that both principles naturally flow from the concep-
tion of moral conscience. But they are in no way characteris-
tics of individuals or reducible to such characteristics. Both 
principles only make sense as social institutions or conven-
tions, governing the form interactions take within groups. 
In other words, the two principles describe properties of 
authentic interactions within groups. And such authentic 
interactions can possibly manifest within the group even if 
the leader does not have all the individual marks of authentic 
leadership that Avolio and colleagues associated with such an 
individual. Chances are, however, that an inauthentic leader 
within an authentic group will become authentic—first by 
playing along with others and later by conviction—or, else, 
the leader has to leave or the group will disband.

The point of looking at the social dimension of authentic 
leadership and of inferring the two principles for authen-
tic interaction from our notion of moral conscience is this: 
authentic leadership has social characteristics, at least as far 
as ethical issues are concerned, which cannot be reduced to 
facts about the psychology of individual leaders. Authentic 
leadership theory has not conceptualized this clearly so far. 
But this is probably a dimension, which even those leadership 
scholars who basically agree with the perspective of Avolio 
and colleagues have to study more closely. The mantra that 
got us to this conclusion is: "Look more closely at perspec-
tive-taking." And in fact, it appears to be the prescription 
that allows us to understand not only moral development, 
the basic properties of moral conscience, and authenticity in 
individual leaders, but also what sorts of interaction within 
groups are important elements of authentic leadership. It 
might even be the key to authentic leadership per se.

6  Concluding remarks

The paper began with a remark by Peter Drucker on profes-
sional ethics for managers. For him, managers should above 
all do no harm. Upon closer inspection on the special ethical 
challenges that powerholders have to deal with, I followed 
Joane Ciulla and claimed that leadership theories must con-
ceptualize good leadership as involving both efficiency and 
ethical goodness. After a few remarks on methods and the 
role philosophical analysis can play in leadership theories, 
I examined through a close reading a particular leadership 
theory, which claims to centrally involve ethical leadership, 
namely authentic leadership theory.

The main part of the paper consisted in a close read-
ing of the two texts, which are commonly taken to explain 
how authenticity and ethical leadership are related: Schul-
man 2002 and May et al. 2003. The reading involved a few 

criticisms and expanding certain points. Central to the analy-
sis was the development of a notion of moral conscience, 
which has empathy and perspective-taking as its most cen-
tral elements. The claim was that a proper understanding 
of moral conscience explains how authenticity and ethical 
leadership are related.

Once the basic building-blocks of the relation between 
authenticity and ethical leadership were available, three objec-
tions from the literature were examined and rejected. Not all 
objections, however, were fully dismissed, because the criti-
cism that authentic leadership theory is much to individualistic 
was found to raise an important challenge. After all, leadership 
involves followers and organizational structures too. There-
fore, any good account of ethical leadership must spell out the 
social dimension, how ethics affects followers and organiza-
tions. This let me to develop two principles for authentic inter-
action, which—as I argued—flow from the notion of moral 
conscience, which relates authenticity and ethical leadership.

Going back to Drucker’s take on ethical leadership, we 
can still agree that leaders should do no harm. But, if my 
arguments are right, we should hasten to add that they need 
moral conscience to do that. This is an important point that 
lies right below the surface of some of the earlier academic 
writings on authentic leadership. Unearthing and reexamin-
ing it gives us a detailed and complete picture of ethical 
leadership. There is, of course, much need for examining 
the claims empirically. But that sort of work is easier if the 
general direction, the conceptual framework we may employ 
in the field, is clear.
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