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Ethical Business Leader

We live in a world where we can no longer assume that our leaders know how to and/or will choose to make good, ethical decisions.  Therefore, in discussing leadership styles and the cultures we wish to create as leaders, we now have to specify that we are talking about ethical leadership, rather than simply leadership.  As such, we should begin with a definition.  Chuang and Chiu quote Brown, Trevino and Harrison’s 2005 definition of ethical leadership as “the demonstration of normatively appropriate conduct through personal actions and interpersonal relationships, and the promotion of such conduct to followers through two-way communication, reinforcement, and decision-making” (2016, p. 45).  In this paper, I seek to address how this course on Ethical Leadership has contributed to my personal development as a leader, and also how it will affect the culture I try to cultivate in my leadership positions.
Personal Ethical Development
Before this class, I thought ethics were intuitive, character-based, and that there were clear right and wrong answers to any ethical dilemma.  I’ve realized through this class how naïve this view was.  I’ve had the great fortune of working in a Christian higher education institution for most of my career, and I have rarely run into moral or ethical dilemmas at work.  Therefore, I had no idea how tricky it can be to navigate through ethical grey areas and had no framework for maneuvering through them. 
According to Trevino and Nelson, “the special knowledge and skill required to make good ethical decision in a particular job and organizational setting may be different from what’s needed to resolve personal ethical dilemmas, and this knowledge and skill must be taught and cultivated” (2014, p. 19).  Prior to this class, I assumed ethical problem solving required the same skill set, and I really only approached ethical dilemmas through one perspective.  Learning about prescriptive and psychological approaches to ethical problem solving has been a game-changer for me.  These approaches gave me many lenses through which to address an ethical issue so that I’m not only seeing it through the lens of my faith and personal experience.  
Now I am developing a basic grid through which I can take turns looking at an ethical situation, and though, through the exercises, I was able to figure out which ones I naturally lean on, and which ones are a priority, I can still see the value in taking the time to really examine an issue through the lens of consequentialist theories, deontological theories, and virtue ethics.  I see these as the horizontal lines to the grid through which I can look at an ethical issue.  Then I can look at it through the lenses of idealism and relativism, which I see as the vertical lines to my grid. 
Prior to this class, I think I leaned on virtue ethics and idealism.  I think my level of cognitive moral development was in the pretty conventional range.  Though these are all still my primary responses when considering the exercises we did in class, I found myself expanding my thinking, and my hope is that I’m moving to a post-conventional or principled development (Trevino & Nelson, 2014).  When reconsidering our exercises such as the Merck case, I do think I would still give the same advice for the same reasons, however, I feel far more confident in my advice now because I have thought it through in a much more thorough manner.  I realize now, that it is not as cut and dry as I thought in the first week of class, and I think the multiple perspectives would help me to be more compassionate toward those who were struggling to come on board with the decision I would encourage, and I think I would have a language to speak that could thoughtfully engage them, and then hopefully lead them to understand my perspective as well.
Finally, I think I have subconsciously used Psalm 24:1, “the earth is the Lord’s and everything in it, the world, and all who live in it,” Romans 8:28, “and we know that in all things God works for the good of those who love him, who have been called according to his purpose,” and Romans 13:1, “let everyone be subject to the governing authorities, for there is no authority except that which God has established.  The authorities that exist have been established by God” to justify having a high external locus of control, and have therefore taken a passive approach when it comes to ethics.  As I said earlier, I have been fortunate to rarely encounter ethical issues at work, and engaging in the news often makes me feel helpless and angry, so I passively sit back and morally disengage from the world around me, particularly politics.  This class has encouraged me to re-engage and move more toward the center of the locus of control continuum to take more personal responsibility for my national and community citizenship.
Organizational Ethical Development
As I consider how I could contribute to creating an ethical environment where I work, I have to imagine myself in a different environment in order to feel that a plan like this would be needed.  I imagine myself in an office environment where decisions are generally made quickly,  where different departments are often at odds with one another, and where no one really trusts each other.  How would I try to create and cultivate an ethical culture?
As I have been learning about ethical leadership and creating my grid for processing ethical issues, I realized how similar ethical thinking can be to critical thinking.
Critical thinking is the intellectually disciplined process of actively and skillfully conceptualizing, applying, analyzing, synthesizing, and/or evaluating information gathered from, or generated by, observation, experience, reflection, reasoning, or communication, as a guide to a belief and action.  In its exemplary form, it is based on universal intellectual values that transcend subject matter divisions: clarity, accuracy, precision, consistency, relevance, sound evidence, good reasons, depth, breadth, and fairness (Scriven & Paul, 1987). 

When I consider that critical thinking is pretty labor intensive, especially as you are first learning to think critically, I realized that I would have to make space in the average work week for my employees to take the time to learn to think, so I would see myself rolling out a plan with two primary objectives.  First, I would want to teach my team to think critically about whatever issues are in front of them.  According to Scriven and Paul, 
Critical thinking of any kind is never universal in any individual; everyone is subject to episodes of undisciplined or irrational thought.  Its quality is therefore typically a matter of degree and dependent on, among other things, the quality and depth of experience in a given domain of thinking or with respect to a particular class of questions.  No one is a critical thinker through-and-through, but only to such-and-such a degree, with such-and-such insights and blind spots, subject to such-and-such tendencies towards self-delusion.  For this reason, the development of critical thinking skills and dispositions is a life-long endeavor (1987).

I think if I can start with teaching them to take the time to think critically about a situation in front of them, then I can lead them to also begin to think ethically.
	I believe time is a key component in this process to move toward an ethical culture.  It is so easy to make swift decisions based on our gut or what the predominant, pressing need is, however, in studying all of the cases, I’ve wondered how many would have made different decisions if they would have simply taken the time to truly think through the long term effects of what they were deciding.  If Trevino and Nelson believe that the majority of businesses are doing their best to operate ethically (2014), then is it possible that some who acted unethically didn’t start with unethical intentions but potentially felt trapped in a situation based on a poor, swift decision they made early on?  Based on this line of thinking, I would make space for a weekly ethics meeting where I would teach my team to think critically and ethically about the decisions in front of them.  Kul says, “employees who have different ethical beliefs and different moral values are trying to carry out routine activities and organizational policies in the organization.  For this reason, organizations need to provide their employees with a guide to establishing relationships between their duties and ethical standards” (2017, p. 564).  So in this meeting, I would bring up different ethical cases and take time to discuss as a team all the different ethical view points, and then lead them to how our corporation would want to see that issue handled.
	In some ways, I would imagine there would be employees who might feel this would be a waste of their time, or that it wouldn’t contribute to their overall productivity, however, Trevino and Nelson encourage us to practice making ethical decisions before we are actually in a situation where we are faced with one (2014).  Additionally, “employees learn to eliminate their unethical behaviors only when they are aware of which behaviors are unacceptable to ethical leaders” (Gan, 2018, p. 1272).  If I take the time to practice making ethical decisions with my team for an half hour to forty-five minutes every week, I think they would learn how to make ethical decisions and also have a clear understanding of what behaviors are and aren’t acceptable in our organization.  
This would also help me as a manager because I would start to know my employees and their natural thought processes and ethical thought tendencies.  It might help me know how to partner them with others, to make stronger teams with smaller blind spots.  Additionally, I think this would begin a shift toward a more open and ethical culture of trust, as we became comfortable debating ethical issues with each other, we could also begin to discuss the actual ethical issues that we are facing without being afraid.  I wonder how many ethical landslides might have been avoided if teams simply talked to each other and thought things through together.  Though this certainly leaves room for conspiracies, if we are going based on the premise that most people want to behave ethically, I think these meetings could end up being personally and culturally productive for everyone involved.
In conclusion, I am grateful for the opportunity to have learned about ethical leadership.  Where I used to only see in black and white, I can now see grey, which oddly, I think makes me a better leader.  I’m no longer afraid of the grey because I am developing this grid through which I can truly think through issues from multiple angles and then my faith still has room to kick in because I can bring my thoughts before the Lord in prayer and hear His thoughts on the matter as well.  I don’t have to take a passive, external locus of control posture, but can instead, take more personal responsibility to take time to think and process with the Lord and others, to see from multiple perspectives, and to truly put my very best effort forth in being the best ethical leader I can be.
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