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Moral	LeadershipLloyd	Chrein2023-12-19T15:58:10+00:00	This	is	an	excerpt	from	Ch	14,	“Trust:	The	Key	to	Combat	Leadership”	by	Colonel	(Retired)	Patrick	Sweeney,	Ph.D.,	from	the	book	“Leadership	Lessons	from	West	Point”.	The	chapter	delves	into	the	top	ten	attributes	of	a	leader	who	can	be	trusted	in	combat	as	determined	by	Sweeney’s
research	on	trust	and	leadership	in	an	actual	combat	environment	during	Operation	Iraqi	Freedom	in	May	2003.	Those	attributes,	in	order	of	importance,	are:	competent,	loyal,	honesty/good	integrity,	leads	by	example,	self-control	(stress	management),	confident,	courageous	(physical	and	moral),	shares	information,	personal	connection	with
subordinates	and	strong	sense	of	duty.	The	second	dimension	of	leader	courage	deals	with	leaders’	moral	strength	to	do	the	right	thing	in	all	situations.	Moral	courage	entails	a	leader’s	strength	of	character	to	be	willing	to	incur	risk	in	order	to	act	according	to	his	or	her	values	and	beliefs	and	stand	up	to	authority	to	protect	his	or	her	soldiers’
welfare	or	defend	his	or	her	decisions.	Thus,	moral	courage	enables	leaders	to	live	with	integrity,	act	to	uphold	the	loyalty	to	their	subordinates,	and	execute	their	duties	with	confidence.	Subordinates	can	trust	leaders	who	have	the	courage	to	act	in	accordance	with	their	values	because	they	know	the	directives	they	issue	will	be	honest	and	based	on
values.	Subordinates	will	not	depend	on	or	trust	a	leader	who	possesses	good	job	knowledge,	has	a	good	set	of	values	and	beliefs,	and	has	loyalty	to	subordinates	but	lacks	the	moral	courage	to	put	these	skills,	values,	and	beliefs	into	action.	Therefore,	a	leader’s	moral	courage	provides	the	force	of	will	to	do	what	is	right	regardless	of	the	situation	and
the	costs	the	leader	must	incur.	In	combat,	this	is	critical	because	leaders’	moral	courage	and	integrity	define	the	moral	and	ethical	boundaries	that	subordinates	must	operate	within.	Furthermore,	soldiers’	responses	indicated	they	would	trust	combat	leaders	who	were	not	afraid	to	take	a	stand	for	what	they	believed	in,	the	decisions	they	made,	or
what	is	the	proper	way	to	conduct	business.	Leaders	must	have	the	moral	courage	to	handle	the	consequences	of	taking	a	stand	with	the	chain	of	command	to	fight	for	what	they	believe	is	right.	The	following	statements	illustrate	qualities	of	moral	courage	that	lead	to	the	development	of	trust:	“[I	place	a	high	value	on	a	leader’s]	strength	when	it
comes	to	standing	up	to	the	company	commander,	so	that	fire-support	team	members	were	used	properly	and	not	as	machine	gunners.”	–	Staff	sergeant,	infantry	company	fire	support	noncommissioned	office,	Qayyarah	West	Airbase,	northern	Iraq	“Courage	[is	important	because]	a	leader	must	be	able	to	take	risks	and	not	back	down	from
confrontation.”	–	Private	first	class,	infantry	company	forward	observer	radio	operator,	Qayyarah	West	Airbase,	northern	Iraq	Moral	courage	is	equally	important	to	leadership	in	business,	nonprofit,	political,	or	any	other	type	of	organization.	Group	members	always	expect	their	leaders	to	have	the	moral	courage	to	act	in	accordance	with	their	own
and	the	organization’s	values.	Thus,	leaders’	moral	courage	provides	group	members	with	a	sense	of	confidence	that	leaders	will	behave	in	a	moral	and	ethical	manner	and	take	action	to	promote	the	best	interests	of	the	organization	and	its	members.	This	confidence	that	leaders	have	the	strength	to	act	morally	and	ethically	leads	to	the	development
of	trust,	which	increases	group	members’	willingness	to	follow.	Enron’s,	Tyco’s,	and	Adelphi’s	senior	business	leaders	lacked	the	moral	courage	to	act	in	accordance	with	their	own	and	their	organization’s	values.	The	consequences	of	this	leadership	failure	were	devastating	to	the	companies,	the	employees,	retirees,	and	shareholders.	Employees	lost
their	jobs,	retirees	lost	their	pensions	and	sense	of	security,	shareholders	lost	their	equity,	and	the	public	lost	trust	in	the	companies.	Whether	these	senior	leaders	actively	participated	in	the	fraud	or	tolerated	it	by	not	coming	forward,	they	all	lacked	moral	courage	to	do	the	right	thing.	Thus,	the	agency	that	comes	with	moral	courage	helps	ensure
group	members	that	leaders	do	the	right	thing	by	the	organization	and	all	people	associated	with	it.	I	often	work	with	people	who	are	transitioning	from	follower	to	leader.	The	question	always	arises	is:	What	characteristic	makes	a	good	leader?	I	tell	them	the	answer	is	moral	courage.		I	realized	I	was	never	as	concerned	about	my	boss’s	technical
expertise	as	I	was	about	their	moral	courage,	honesty,	and	ethics.	Coincidentally,	Abacus	Data	shared	the	results	of	a	poll	examining	Canadians	opinions	of	the	leadership,	answering	the	question	by	saying:	“Leadership	can	be	hard	to	define	–	but	…	people	…	know	what	they	like	when	they	see	it.	We	gave	respondents	a	forced-choice	question	about
what	was	most	important	to	them	in	supporting	a	…	leader.	By	a	considerable	margin,	“values”	(42%)	were	identified	as	the	top	quality	to	look	for,	followed	by	judgment	(29%).	“Ideas”	(15%)	and	“attitude”	(13%)	were	well	back	in	consideration.	What	Matters	Most	in	a	Leader?	For	me,	values	and	judgment	add	up	to	Moral	Courage.	Historically,
courage	hasn’t	been	recognized	as	an	essential	attribute	for	business	leaders.	This	is	changing.	Future	leaders	will	need	the	ability	to	act	courageously.	Without	question,	innovation	is	needed	in	“for’	and	‘not	for’	profit	businesses,	but	courage	makes	change	possible.		In	a	recent	Harvard	Business	Review	article,	Rosabeth	Moss	Kantor	wrote:”	moral
courage	enables	people	to	stand	up	for	principle	rather	than	stand	on	the	sidelines.”		What	is	Moral	Courage	in	Leadership?	Courage	in	leadership	is	doing	what’s	right	despite	being	afraid	of	risking	negative	repercussions.	Fear	is	the	most	common	reason	people	give	when	they	avoid	being	courageous.	Think	about	how	you	feel	when	you	watch	a
leader	who	demonstrates	personal	courage.	Most	likely,	you	will	trust	that	leader	more.	Courage	comes	from	being	very	clear	about	essential	values	and	working	to	achieve	goals	that	are	consistent	with	those	values.	Ultimately,	every	leader	has	the	choice	to	either	lead	with	courage	or	lead	without	it.	Examples	of	Courageous	Leadership	Behaviours
Moral	courage	&	humility	when	providing	honest	feedback	in	conversations	and	discussions	or	managing	your	supervisors	or	boards	Allowing	alternative	&	opposing	viewpoints	to	be	shared	with	the	rest	of	the	team.	Speaking	up	rather	than	being	compliant	in	silence.	Leading	through	change	&	not	settling	for	“we	have	always	done	it	this	way.”
Taking	ownership	when	you	are	in	uncharted	territory,	and	the	safe	path	is	to	do	nothing.	How	are	you,	or	your	organization,	doing	at	removing	the	barriers	to	morally	courageous	behaviour?	Try	this	simple	exercise	here	to	find	out.		Developing	Moral	Courage	Be	very	clear	about	your	vision	and	values.	Scripting	in	advance	what	to	say.	Anticipate
those	who	will	disagree.	Be	honest	in	admitting	when	you	have	made	a	mistake	or	taken	a	wrong	path.	Be	willing	to	entertain	new	ideas	and	change	your	assumptions.	Courage	is	a	learned	skill,	and	we	all	can	be	courageous.	Being	brave	means	stepping	out	of	your	comfort	zone	and	taking	risks.	As	we	invest	in	the	future	and	emerging	leaders,	isn’t	it
better	to	learn	values,	judgment,	and	moral	courage	in	a	SYSTEMATIC	and	PURPOSEFUL	way	instead	of	allowing	them	to	muddle	through?	Do	you	think	fear	is	driving	your	leadership	actions?	Here	are	7	questions	to	prevent	fear	of	leadership	failure.		If	you’re	interested	in	going	more	profound	or	moving	your	career	to	the	next	level,	you’ll	also
want	to	look	at	my	1-on-1	coaching	services.	If	you	enjoyed	this	article,	be	sure	to	check	these	out,	too:	How	One	Word	Can	Damage	Workplace	Culture	9	Stupid	Management	Practices	(and	what	to	do	instead)	The	6T’s	To	Know	What	To	Delegate	This	article	was	originally	published	on	January	5,	2015,	and	has	been	updated.	(Illustration	by	Luca	Di
Bartolomeo)	Patrick	Awuah	escaped	life	under	military	dictatorship	in	Ghana	and	left	his	home	to	attend	college	in	the	United	States.	He	settled	in	Seattle,	built	a	successful	career	as	a	Microsoft	program	manager,	married	an	American,	and	started	a	family.	He	had	left	Ghana	behind	and	resolved	never	to	return.	A	few	years	later,	however,	Patrick’s
first	child	was	born,	triggering	a	latent	restlessness.	He	knew	Africa	would	matter	to	his	children,	to	the	way	they	would	see	themselves,	and	to	the	way	the	world	would	see	them.	He	began	to	think	about	going	back	to	Ghana	and	knew	if	he	returned	it	would	have	to	be	in	the	capacity	of	service.	But	what	could	his	contribution	be?	Patrick	found	the
answer	in	education.	He	believed	there	was	a	causal	relationship	between	Ghana’s	traditional	approach	to	schooling,	which	had	roots	in	colonization,	and	the	poor	leadership	he	saw	at	all	levels	of	the	country.	While	he	would	ultimately	go	on	to	found	Ashesi	University,	the	premiere	liberal	arts	university	in	Africa	(now	ranked	first	in	Ghana	and
among	the	world’s	top	300	universities	in	the	2022	Times	Higher	Education	Impact	Rankings),	it	took	some	time	before	he	felt	ready	to	act:	“I	was	stalling	because	of	fear	of	failure.	But	if	I	didn’t	try,	I	would	have	failed	anyway—so	why	not	try?”	Pivotal	Moments	on	the	Leadership	Journey	This	series,	sponsored	by	the	McNulty	Foundation	and	Aspen
Global	Leadership	Network,	explores	pivotal	moments	in	the	leadership	journey	through	the	eyes	of	funders,	practitioners,	and	others	who	share	the	mission	of	catalyzing	and	sustaining	high-impact	leaders.	FOLLOW	THIS	SERIES	You'll	get	email	alerts	when	there	is	new	content	in	this	series.	This	is	not	a	unique	leadership	story,	but	it’s	an
illustrative	one,	filled	with	exactly	the	kind	of	vision	and	stamina	required	to	make	change.	Through	our	work	supporting	networks	of	leaders	at	the	Aspen	Institute,	on	whose	board	of	trustees	we	both	sit,	and	at	our	own	organizations,	Acumen	and	the	McNulty	Foundation,	we	have	encountered	hundreds	of	remarkable	stories	like	Patrick’s,	and	we
have	had	the	fortune	to	meet,	understand,	and	uplift	ambitious	individuals	from	all	corners	of	the	world.	Some	have	modified	their	corporations’	missions	to	center	social	impact	rather	than	just	profit,	while	others	have	left	the	corporate	world	altogether	to	work	in	service	of	marginalized	communities.	Some	are	journalists	who	have	stood	up	to	death
threats,	autocratic	regimes,	and	cultures	of	corruption	to	publish	life-changing	stories	and	reveal	power-challenging	truths.	Some	have	come	together	from	across	backgrounds	and	beliefs	to	reimagine	the	systems	we	live	within.	So,	we	asked	ourselves:	What	do	all	of	these	leaders	share?	What	drives	them	to	direct	or	redirect	their	lives,	to	tackle
seemingly	intractable	problems,	and	to	stay	true	to	their	values	in	the	face	of	enormous	challenges?	After	reflecting	on	the	journeys	of	these	individuals,	we	believe	we	have	found	the	common	thread:	moral	courage.	We	see	moral	courage	as	the	single	most	important	attribute	that	social	change	leaders	can	possess.	Moral	courage	is	the	commitment
to	act	upon	one’s	values	regardless	of	the	difficulty	or	personal	cost.	It	inspires	the	conviction	to	take	action	with	the	clarity	to	remain	constant	in	goals	but	flexible	in	method.	Moral	courage	is	a	mindset	that	centers	the	internal	conditions	needed	to	make	the	courageous	choice	visible	and	to	instill	the	confidence	that	it’s	possible.	Equally,	moral
courage	is	the	determination	and	resilience	required	to	try	and	fail	as	you	attempt	to	address	some	of	society’s	biggest	inequities—to	stumble	and	get	back	up	again.	It	is	to	persist	when	everything	is	falling	apart	around	you,	to	endure	the	trials	of	the	arena	not	just	for	months	or	years	but,	often,	for	a	lifetime.	Moral	courage,	we	believe,	is	not
something	you	are	born	with—it	must	be	cultivated	and	developed.	Through	our	work,	we	have	seen	practices	that	help	to	identify,	foster,	direct,	and	sustain	this	courage.	The	Aspen	leadership	programs	and	fellowships	take	participants	through	an	intensive	two-year	process	that	aims	to	help	leaders	awaken	and	clarify	their	values,	elevate	their
moral	courage,	and	channel	their	leadership	toward	solving	our	greatest	challenges.	We	have	seen	leaders	go	through	that	journey	and	emerge	stronger,	more	effective,	and	more	resourceful	in	their	pursuit	of	social	change.	The	process	is	rooted	in	transformation	of	self,	and	in	turn,	creates	ripples	that	transform	the	communities,	organizations,	and
systems	in	which	they	lead	and	live.	If	we	are	going	to	make	change	on	the	scale	of	the	problems	that	the	world	faces,	we	need	more	people	to	answer	the	call	to	act	in	the	face	of	injustice.	We	need	a	movement	of	authentic	leaders	and	sustainable	leadership	guided	by	moral	courage.	And	we	need	a	chorus	of	funders	and	supporters	who	recognize	the
tough	journey	that	social	innovators	take	and	who	will	invest	in	them	for	the	long	haul.	How	to	Cultivate	Moral	Courage	We	believe	that	anyone—and	everyone—can	cultivate	moral	courage.	It	is	a	practice;	a	disciplined	“workout	of	moral	muscles”	that	gets	stronger	with	use.	No	matter	where	you	operate	within	the	ecosystem	of	social	change,	these
practices	can	help	you	lead	well	and	justly.	It	is	the	work	of	all	of	us	to	reimagine	and	rebuild	systems	in	ways	that	prioritize	our	shared	humanity	and	the	sustainability	of	our	planet	and	communities,	and	it	begins	with	a	few	fundamental	practices	to	step	up	and	step	into	this	work:	1.	Practice	Self-Awareness	Mustering	the	will	to	act	with	moral
courage	in	a	sustainable	way	is	not	a	spontaneous	act.	In	fact,	it	requires	a	healthy	amount	of	perspective	and	self-awareness	to	do	it	right.	Self-aware	leaders	tend	to	lead	less	with	ego	and	more	with	conviction.	They’re	often	better	able	to	articulate	their	vision	and	to	mitigate	their	own	misperceptions	and	biases.	Developing	self-awareness	takes
work	and	must	start	from	within,	but	that	doesn’t	mean	it	needs	to	be	done	alone:	We’ve	observed	many	guided	seminars	and	workshops	from	the	Aspen	fellowships	to	Seeds	of	Peace	and	Acumen	Academy	that	have	created	space	for	this	to	happen.	The	Wellbeing	Project	has	documented	the	benefits	of	self-inquiry,	which	helps	leaders	create	a
thorough	understanding	of	the	deeply	personal	experiences,	values,	and	beliefs	that	animate	and	drive	them.	Creating	the	space	for	a	leader	to	ask	themself	questions	and	recognize	patterns	within	their	own	behavior	is	a	powerful	practice.	For	Patrick	Awuah,	the	tipping	point	came	while	sitting	around	the	seminar	table	with	24	leaders	from	across
West	Africa,	diverse	by	every	measure.	They	gathered	for	seven	days	to	use	texts	to	explore	timeless	human	values,	grapple	with	their	own	values	in	tension,	and	cultivate	a	richer	understanding	of	what	makes	a	good	society—and	their	role	in	creating	it.	It	was	a	pivotal	reading	and	discussion	of	Ursula	K.	Le	Guin’s	The	Ones	Who	Walk	Away	from
Omelas	in	which	Patrick’s	values	were	awakened	and	clarified.	Patrick’s	dream	of	building	a	liberal	arts	college	in	Ghana	meant	leaving	behind	a	comfortable	life—the	metaphorical	Omelas—to	embrace	the	unknown.	In	his	own	words,	he	realized	that	he	needed	to	commit:	“Even	though	we	don’t	know	what	the	end	of	the	story	could	be,	we	need	to	be
writing	the	story.”	Becoming	more	self-aware	requires	pushing	against	the	boundaries	and	assumptions	that	permeate	our	systems	and	beliefs.	That	means	thinking	about	who	is—and	who	is	not—in	the	room	when	decisions	are	being	made;	it	also	means	getting	used	to	being	uncomfortable.	Until	we	know	ourselves,	and	can	master	our	own	passions,
it	is	difficult	to	understand	others.	2.	Examine,	Sharpen,	and	Clarify	Core	Values	in	Dialogue	With	Others	Aspiring	leaders	need	others	to	challenge	their	deeply	held	beliefs	in	order	to	sharpen	their	ideas	and	to	shore	up	the	weaker	aspects	of	their	vision.	Surrounding	oneself	with	peers	who	are	not	afraid	to	push	back	is	key	to	strengthening	not	only
one’s	leadership	skills	but	the	ability	to	execute.	Respectful	sparring	shakes	up	a	leader’s	internal	status	quo	and	opens	up	the	possibility	of	transformation,	perception	shift,	and	consideration	that	a	leader’s	preferred	way	might	not	be	the	only	way	(or	even	the	right	way).	Building	opportunities	and	spaces	to	help	clarify	a	leader’s	values	is
paramount,	often	in	dialogue	with	leaders	from	across	sectors	and	backgrounds	in	a	closed-door	setting.	A	critical	precondition	for	authentic	dialogue	is	laying	norms	and	ground	rules,	with	full	group	buy-in.	These	agreements	might	include	commitments	to	keep	confidentiality,	to	engage	with	an	open	heart,	and	yes,	to	disagree—but	with	the	desire
to	understand	and	learn,	not	with	the	desire	to	“win.”				Moments	that	allow	for	honest,	non-performative	self-evaluation	are	rare	in	modern	society.	If	leaders	have	no	place	to	go	to	explore	ideas,	make	mistakes,	and	even	be	inelegant	in	the	way	they	process	ideas—to	practice	sitting	with	the	tension	between	their	own	beliefs	and	someone	else’s—
they’ll	be	less	prepared	to	lead	with	confidence,	conviction,	and	care.	Now	more	than	ever,	leaders	need	gathering	places,	curated	with	intention	and	rooted	in	trust,	to	engage	with	people	in	deep,	authentic,	and	courageous	dialogue.	Some	organizations	are	doing	great	work	in	this	area,	but	we	believe	more	funders	and	supporters	need	to	do	more	to
invest	in	creating	and	offering	these	spaces.	3.	Create	Systems	of	Trust	and	Nourishment	Helming	an	organization	as	it	endeavors	to	change	unjust	systems	takes	a	serious	toll.	Leadership	is	lonely.	Burnout	is	a	constant	threat.	How	do	leaders	sustain	themselves?	Who	do	they	need	in	their	court	to	keep	them	going?	Where	do	they	go	to	continually
test	their	assumptions?	This	is	where	a	group	of	trusted	peers	is	necessary.	They	can	hold	one	to	account	while	also	supporting	ambitions.	Leaders	with	this	kind	of	community	are	much	better	equipped	to	navigate	the	challenges	of	moral	leadership.	Fellowship	cohorts	put	together	by	leadership-supporting	organizations	often	serve	this	purpose.	But
there’s	room	for	funders	to	take	an	even	more	proactive	convening	role	to	build	community	amongst	their	grantees	and	laureates	and	help	those	leaders	build	peer	networks.	In	addition,	a	personal	board	of	advisors	and	mentors,	combining	both	personal	and	professional	relationships,	can	help	leaders	find	the	nourishment	they	need	to	stay	in	the
fight,	especially	when	success	feels	most	uncertain.	​​Sam	Goldman	and	Ned	Tozun,	the	co-founders	of	d.light,	a	distributed	solar	lighting	and	power	systems	company	that	has	transformed	the	way	people	across	the	world	access	and	pay	for	energy,	understand	the	benefits	of	a	support	system	and	a	solid	foundation	of	trust.	Witnessing	a	kerosene
lantern	tip	over	and	light	his	neighbor’s	hut	ablaze	in	his	Nigerian	village	spurred	Sam	to	commit	himself	to	bringing	safe,	clean	power	to	those	without	access	to	it—and	he	found	true	partnership	in	Ned,	who	he	met	after	returning	to	the	US	and	enrolling	in	Stanford’s	Entrepreneurial	Design	for	Extreme	Affordability	class.	But	building	d.light	into
the	company	it	is	today,	one	that	has	transformed	100+	million	lives	across	70	countries,	took	years.	Had	they	understood	the	challenges	they	would	face	in	building	a	viable	company,	they	may	never	have	started.	But	they	stayed	focused	on	their	mission—using	each	other	to	test	ideas,	remind	themselves	of	their	vision,	and	find	the	nourishment	to
keep	going.	The	d.light	founders	never	took	their	eyes	off	their	north	star:	energy	access	for	all	people.	A	singular	focus	combined	with	a	strong	and	supportive	board	and	patient	investors	reinforced	their	commitment	to	the	goal.	No	matter	who	you	are,	the	work	of	change	is	hard.	Along	with	practicing	courage,	leaders	would	do	well	to	engage	in
practices	and	principles	of	self-renewal	and	re-nourishment.	Some	leaders	spend	time	in	nature	to	slow	down	and	experience	wonder.	Others	use	art	or	literature	or	a	spiritual	practice	as	a	touchstone.	Funders	have	a	role	to	play	in	this	as	well,	investing	in	spaces	for	leaders	to	revisit	core	ideals	or	to	join	in	community	with	others	to	share	tribulations
as	well	as	joy.	Supporting	that	renewal	can	reinspire	or	reanimate	the	urgency	to	act,	and	urgency	is	what	we	need	right	now.	Supporting	and	Sustaining	Moral	Leaders	for	the	Long	Haul	The	journey	toward	creating	social	change	is	lifelong	work.	It	can	be	slow,	unkind,	and	personally	demanding.	Imagine	the	founder	of	a	nation’s	first	liberal	arts
university	who	is	struggling	to	get	necessary	mid-stage	funding	to	continue	an	already	successful	program.	Or	imagine	an	eye	doctor	who	has	helped	thousands	of	patients	who	realizes	he	has	to	leave	his	training	and	comfort	zone	behind	in	order	to	attack	the	problem	on	a	more	systemic	level.	Or	a	woman	working	to	eliminate	racial	disparities	in
health-care	outcomes	whose	core	intervention	is	made	impossible	by	a	novel	global	pandemic.	Again	and	again,	we	have	seen	entrepreneurial	leaders	stay	the	course	through	obstacles,	mistakes,	and	setbacks	in	the	pursuit	of	social	impact.	Moreover,	we	have	seen	them	operate	from	a	place	of	courage	and	deep	conviction	in	the	face	of	challenges,
naysayers,	and	broken	systems	resistant	to	change.	And	finally,	we	have	seen	individuals	move	on	from	a	leadership	role,	realizing	that	their	skills,	knowledge,	and	networks	could	better	serve	the	mission	in	other	ways.	This	series	of	essays	will	share	the	stories	of	some	of	those	leaders,	examine	how	they	foster	moral	courage	in	their	roles,	and
explore	ways	to	strengthen	and	support	leaders	throughout	their	journeys.	Investing	in	leaders	is	also	a	lifelong	investment.	As	funders,	supporters,	and	incubators	of	authentic	and	courageous	leadership,	our	role	is	to	recognize	this	long	and	sometimes	isolating	and	painful	journey.	We	must	support	leaders	and	their	organizations	not	only	in
moments	of	recognition	and	success,	but	also	through	inevitable	difficulties,	failures,	and	transitions.	We	each	have	a	role	to	play	in	sustaining	the	systems	of	trust	and	nourishment	they	need	to	keep	going.	We	need	more	leaders	who	can	step	into	the	arena	against	injustice,	and	we	need	to	redouble	our	investment	in	them	as	they	continue	to	be
tested.	For	we	know	they	will	be	tested,	especially	in	the	face	of	growing	and	intersecting	global	challenges.	And	yet,	we	will	press	on.	Because	we	have	the	tools	to	effect	change,	and	so	we	must	use	them.	Moral	courage	separates	the	great	from	the	good	when	it	comes	to	leaders,	the	paradigm-shifting	from	the	merely	incremental.	More	to	the	point,
moral	courage	is	a	trait	every	one	of	us	needs	to	cultivate	within	ourselves.	For	the	changes	the	world	needs	are	vast.	And	our	time	is	short.	Support	SSIR’s	coverage	of	cross-sector	solutions	to	global	challenges.		Help	us	further	the	reach	of	innovative	ideas.	Donate	today.	Read	more	stories	by	Jacqueline	Novogratz	&	Anne	Welsh	McNulty.	It	seems
that	moral	courage	is	in	short	supply.	Whether	corporates	quietly	quitting	their	DEI	values,	trade	contracts	being	ripped	up	or	high-level	appointments	being	based	more	on	cronyism	than	skill,	it’s	hard	to	argue	against	the	notion	that	the	moral	fibre	on	which	communities	are	founded	is	deteriorating.	Courage	is	essential	for	good	leadership;	without
some	measure	of	courage,	we	will	not	try	out	new	ideas,	explore	strange	new	worlds,	address	difficulties	in	our	relationships,	or	seek	to	improve	our	character.	In	today’s	world	-	candidly,	in	any	world	that	humankind	has	encountered	-	we	desperately	need	people	who	are	willing	to	place	themselves	at	some	level	of	risk	in	order	to	create	better	ways
and	a	better	life	for	us	all.A	moral	element	is	essential.	Otherwise,	all	we	are	left	with	is	reckless	bravado;	a	self-serving,	posturing,	aggressive	stance	that	panders	to	ego	rather	than	the	good	of	the	company,	community	and	society.Practically	everyone	intends	to	do	the	right	thing.	‘Integrity’	is	to	be	found	in	the	published	values	of	many
organisations.	Yet,	when	under	pressure,	the	guidelines	can	become	blurred,	good	intentions	are	set	aside	and	blind	eyes	are	turned	for	the	sake	of	expediency.	Fear	has	a	way	of	clouding	our	judgement.	In	our	work,	we	encounter	these	worries	frequently:Loss	of	personal	reputation,	especially	in	talkative	communities	and	communities	that	over-
value	status	and	position.		Loss	of	financial	security,	especially	when	moving	from	a	well-paying	corporate	environment	to	something	more	akin	to	a	startup.	Loss	of	status	in	a	business.	Challenging	an	aggressive	colleague	or	an	abusive	client	can	result	in	negative	comeback.It	takes	moral	courage	to	do	what’s	right	when	faced	with	these	and	other
pressures.	If	there	is	no	potential	risk	or	consequence,	there	is	no	courage.Strengthening	in	courageWhat	can	help	us	to	exercise	true	courage?1.	Do	the	right	thingThere	are	universally	accepted	ideas	as	to	what	the	‘right	thing’	is.	Dr	Matthew	Anderson,	Executive	Fellow	at	the	University	of	Aberdeen,	summarises	well:‘What	we	regard	as	morality	is
pretty	consistent:	that	is,	be	of	good	character	and	ethically	virtuous,	upholding	truth	and	justice,	through	kindness,	honour,	integrity,	magnanimity	and	defending	the	weak	and	powerless.’If	we	allow	ourselves	to	reflect	honestly	on	the	situations	we	encounter,	we	will	know	deep	down	the	right,	moral	course	of	action.	Pushing	our	personal	desires
down	and	making	them	subservient	to	those	of	our	people	-	our	colleagues,	customers	and	community	-	gives	us	a	chance	to	act	with	moral	courage.		2.	Be	clear	about	what	truly	matters		Too	many	leaders	are	preoccupied	with	today’s	immediate	needs,	so	much	so	that	they	forget	the	point	of	the	organisation	they	are	leading.	Some	even	sacrifice	the
qualities	that	make	us	truly	human	and	trustworthy	-	care,	compassion,	creativity,	integrity,	wisdom	-	in	the	pursuit	of	targets	that	don’t,	in	the	grand	scheme	of	things,	matter	at	all.3.	Set	some	stretching	goalsLike	any	muscle,	courage	needs	frequent	exercise.	We	can’t	live	off	past	successes	and	call	that	courage.	Setting	objectives	that	will	stretch
us	and	our	teams	is	essential	if	we	are	to	continue	to	lead	with	courage.4.	Make	yourself	uncomfortablePlacing	ourselves	in	uncomfortable	situations	can	provide	us	with	the	motivation	we	need	to	pursue	a	courageous	life.	Some	examples	include:Be	transparent	about	your	hopes	and	aims,	even	though	you	may	feel	that	you	might	be	criticised	later	if
those	aims	are	not	achieved.		Apologise	to	someone	that	you’ve	let	down.			Hand	over	the	responsibility	for	something	important	to	someone	else.	Publicly	speak	at	an	external	event.		Get	to	the	shop	floor	(or	equivalent)	and	spend	time	with	those	on	the	front	line	doing	what	they	do.		Ask	for	help,	a	testimonial,	a	referral.Make	this	the	year	that	we
intentionally	weave	moral	courage	into	our	lives	and	leadership.	Who	knows	what	could	happen	when	we	do!	We	work	with	leaders	from	all	industries.	Using	data-led	insights,	we	identify	leadership	styles,	strengths	and	weaknesses,	then	strategise	how	to	move	forward	and	improve.	Start	your	journey	What	we	do	This	is	an	excerpt	from	Ch	14,
“Trust:	The	Key	to	Combat	Leadership”	by	Colonel	(Retired)	Patrick	Sweeney,	Ph.D.,	from	the	book	“Leadership	Lessons	from	West	Point”.	The	chapter	delves	into	the	top	ten	attributes	of	a	leader	who	can	be	trusted	in	combat	as	determined	by	Sweeney’s	research	on	trust	and	leadership	in	an	actual	combat	environment	during	Operation	Iraqi
Freedom	in	May	2003.	Those	attributes,	in	order	of	importance,	are:	competent,	loyal,	honesty/good	integrity,	leads	by	example,	self-control	(stress	management),	confident,	courageous	(physical	and	moral),	shares	information,	personal	connection	with	subordinates	and	strong	sense	of	duty.	The	second	dimension	of	leader	courage	deals	with	leaders’
moral	strength	to	do	the	right	thing	in	all	situations.	Moral	courage	entails	a	leader’s	strength	of	character	to	be	willing	to	incur	risk	in	order	to	act	according	to	his	or	her	values	and	beliefs	and	stand	up	to	authority	to	protect	his	or	her	soldiers’	welfare	or	defend	his	or	her	decisions.	Thus,	moral	courage	enables	leaders	to	live	with	integrity,	act	to
uphold	the	loyalty	to	their	subordinates,	and	execute	their	duties	with	confidence.	Subordinates	can	trust	leaders	who	have	the	courage	to	act	in	accordance	with	their	values	because	they	know	the	directives	they	issue	will	be	honest	and	based	on	values.	Subordinates	will	not	depend	on	or	trust	a	leader	who	possesses	good	job	knowledge,	has	a	good
set	of	values	and	beliefs,	and	has	loyalty	to	subordinates	but	lacks	the	moral	courage	to	put	these	skills,	values,	and	beliefs	into	action.	Therefore,	a	leader’s	moral	courage	provides	the	force	of	will	to	do	what	is	right	regardless	of	the	situation	and	the	costs	the	leader	must	incur.	In	combat,	this	is	critical	because	leaders’	moral	courage	and	integrity
define	the	moral	and	ethical	boundaries	that	subordinates	must	operate	within.	Furthermore,	soldiers’	responses	indicated	they	would	trust	combat	leaders	who	were	not	afraid	to	take	a	stand	for	what	they	believed	in,	the	decisions	they	made,	or	what	is	the	proper	way	to	conduct	business.	Leaders	must	have	the	moral	courage	to	handle	the
consequences	of	taking	a	stand	with	the	chain	of	command	to	fight	for	what	they	believe	is	right.	The	following	statements	illustrate	qualities	of	moral	courage	that	lead	to	the	development	of	trust:	“[I	place	a	high	value	on	a	leader’s]	strength	when	it	comes	to	standing	up	to	the	company	commander,	so	that	fire-support	team	members	were	used
properly	and	not	as	machine	gunners.”	–	Staff	sergeant,	infantry	company	fire	support	noncommissioned	office,	Qayyarah	West	Airbase,	northern	Iraq	“Courage	[is	important	because]	a	leader	must	be	able	to	take	risks	and	not	back	down	from	confrontation.”	–	Private	first	class,	infantry	company	forward	observer	radio	operator,	Qayyarah	West
Airbase,	northern	Iraq	Moral	courage	is	equally	important	to	leadership	in	business,	nonprofit,	political,	or	any	other	type	of	organization.	Group	members	always	expect	their	leaders	to	have	the	moral	courage	to	act	in	accordance	with	their	own	and	the	organization’s	values.	Thus,	leaders’	moral	courage	provides	group	members	with	a	sense	of
confidence	that	leaders	will	behave	in	a	moral	and	ethical	manner	and	take	action	to	promote	the	best	interests	of	the	organization	and	its	members.	This	confidence	that	leaders	have	the	strength	to	act	morally	and	ethically	leads	to	the	development	of	trust,	which	increases	group	members’	willingness	to	follow.	Enron’s,	Tyco’s,	and	Adelphi’s	senior
business	leaders	lacked	the	moral	courage	to	act	in	accordance	with	their	own	and	their	organization’s	values.	The	consequences	of	this	leadership	failure	were	devastating	to	the	companies,	the	employees,	retirees,	and	shareholders.	Employees	lost	their	jobs,	retirees	lost	their	pensions	and	sense	of	security,	shareholders	lost	their	equity,	and	the
public	lost	trust	in	the	companies.	Whether	these	senior	leaders	actively	participated	in	the	fraud	or	tolerated	it	by	not	coming	forward,	they	all	lacked	moral	courage	to	do	the	right	thing.	Thus,	the	agency	that	comes	with	moral	courage	helps	ensure	group	members	that	leaders	do	the	right	thing	by	the	organization	and	all	people	associated	with	it.
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measurement.	Consulting	Psychol	J:	Practice	Res	59:135–147Article		Google	Scholar		I	often	work	with	people	who	are	transitioning	from	follower	to	leader.	The	question	always	arises	is:	What	characteristic	makes	a	good	leader?	I	tell	them	the	answer	is	moral	courage.		I	realized	I	was	never	as	concerned	about	my	boss’s	technical	expertise	as	I	was
about	their	moral	courage,	honesty,	and	ethics.	Coincidentally,	Abacus	Data	shared	the	results	of	a	poll	examining	Canadians	opinions	of	the	leadership,	answering	the	question	by	saying:	“Leadership	can	be	hard	to	define	–	but	…	people	…	know	what	they	like	when	they	see	it.	We	gave	respondents	a	forced-choice	question	about	what	was	most
important	to	them	in	supporting	a	…	leader.	By	a	considerable	margin,	“values”	(42%)	were	identified	as	the	top	quality	to	look	for,	followed	by	judgment	(29%).	“Ideas”	(15%)	and	“attitude”	(13%)	were	well	back	in	consideration.	What	Matters	Most	in	a	Leader?	For	me,	values	and	judgment	add	up	to	Moral	Courage.	Historically,	courage	hasn’t	been
recognized	as	an	essential	attribute	for	business	leaders.	This	is	changing.	Future	leaders	will	need	the	ability	to	act	courageously.	Without	question,	innovation	is	needed	in	“for’	and	‘not	for’	profit	businesses,	but	courage	makes	change	possible.		In	a	recent	Harvard	Business	Review	article,	Rosabeth	Moss	Kantor	wrote:”	moral	courage	enables
people	to	stand	up	for	principle	rather	than	stand	on	the	sidelines.”		What	is	Moral	Courage	in	Leadership?	Courage	in	leadership	is	doing	what’s	right	despite	being	afraid	of	risking	negative	repercussions.	Fear	is	the	most	common	reason	people	give	when	they	avoid	being	courageous.	Think	about	how	you	feel	when	you	watch	a	leader	who
demonstrates	personal	courage.	Most	likely,	you	will	trust	that	leader	more.	Courage	comes	from	being	very	clear	about	essential	values	and	working	to	achieve	goals	that	are	consistent	with	those	values.	Ultimately,	every	leader	has	the	choice	to	either	lead	with	courage	or	lead	without	it.	Examples	of	Courageous	Leadership	Behaviours	Moral
courage	&	humility	when	providing	honest	feedback	in	conversations	and	discussions	or	managing	your	supervisors	or	boards	Allowing	alternative	&	opposing	viewpoints	to	be	shared	with	the	rest	of	the	team.	Speaking	up	rather	than	being	compliant	in	silence.	Leading	through	change	&	not	settling	for	“we	have	always	done	it	this	way.”	Taking
ownership	when	you	are	in	uncharted	territory,	and	the	safe	path	is	to	do	nothing.	How	are	you,	or	your	organization,	doing	at	removing	the	barriers	to	morally	courageous	behaviour?	Try	this	simple	exercise	here	to	find	out.		Developing	Moral	Courage	Be	very	clear	about	your	vision	and	values.	Scripting	in	advance	what	to	say.	Anticipate	those	who
will	disagree.	Be	honest	in	admitting	when	you	have	made	a	mistake	or	taken	a	wrong	path.	Be	willing	to	entertain	new	ideas	and	change	your	assumptions.	Courage	is	a	learned	skill,	and	we	all	can	be	courageous.	Being	brave	means	stepping	out	of	your	comfort	zone	and	taking	risks.	As	we	invest	in	the	future	and	emerging	leaders,	isn’t	it	better	to
learn	values,	judgment,	and	moral	courage	in	a	SYSTEMATIC	and	PURPOSEFUL	way	instead	of	allowing	them	to	muddle	through?	Do	you	think	fear	is	driving	your	leadership	actions?	Here	are	7	questions	to	prevent	fear	of	leadership	failure.		If	you’re	interested	in	going	more	profound	or	moving	your	career	to	the	next	level,	you’ll	also	want	to	look
at	my	1-on-1	coaching	services.	If	you	enjoyed	this	article,	be	sure	to	check	these	out,	too:	How	One	Word	Can	Damage	Workplace	Culture	9	Stupid	Management	Practices	(and	what	to	do	instead)	The	6T’s	To	Know	What	To	Delegate	This	article	was	originally	published	on	January	5,	2015,	and	has	been	updated.	I	often	work	with	people	who	are
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Workplace	Culture	9	Stupid	Management	Practices	(and	what	to	do	instead)	The	6T’s	To	Know	What	To	Delegate	This	article	was	originally	published	on	January	5,	2015,	and	has	been	updated.	Abstract:	Most	discussions	on	ethical	leadership	emphasize	the	importance	of	personal	integrity,	visible	role	modeling,	and	actual	enforcement	of	ethical
behaviors	in	the	workplace.	Nonetheless,	organizational	leaders	and	followers	alike	regularly	encounter	issues	and	pressure	that	require	not	only	ethical	leadership	but	also	moral	courage.	Accordingly,	this	study	used	a	mixed	method	to	examine	typical	ethical	situations	encountered	by	organizational	members	in	the	workplace,	the	extent	to	which
employees	can	exercise	courage,	and	the	factors	that	impede	their	moral	actions.	The	results	show	that	the	majority	of	organizational	members	are	unable	to	translate	their	moral	beliefs	and	judgment	into	real	moral	action	in	the	workplace.	Organizations	must,	therefore,	seek	ways	and	means	of	creating	and	supporting	moral
courage.Keywords:	moral	courage,	ethical	leadership,	moral	action,	ethical	principlesAfrica	likely	brings	to	mind	mixed	thoughts—corruption,	ethnic	violence,	poverty,	AIDS,	malaria–but	at	the	same	time,	Africa	is	the	home	of	quality	natural	resources.	Many	have	attributed	the	challenges	in	Africa	to	lack	of	ethical	leadership;	however,	underneath
ethical	leadership	is	the	moral	courage	to	face	those	challenges.	Most	discussions	on	ethical	leadership	emphasize	the	importance	of	personal	integrity,	visible	role	modeling,	and	actual	enforcement	of	ethical	behaviors	in	the	workplace.	Nonetheless,	organizational	leaders	and	followers	alike	regularly	encounter	ethical	issues	and	constant	pressure,
which	require	moral	courage.	Accordingly,	having	positive	attributes	means	little	without	moral	courage	to	confront	unethical	behaviors	and	questionable	practices.For	the	ethical	leader,	courage	is	essential	in	fulfilling	the	moral	obligations	in	daily	dealing	justly	with	employees	and	other	stakeholders.	Followers,	on	the	other	hand,	need	moral
courage	to	question	unethical	practices	or	challenge	authority	through	constructive	criticism	when	the	leader/system	is	in	the	wrong.	Kelly	(1992)	argues	that	followers	should	be	independent	critical	thinkers	and	actively	engaged	in	their	organization.	Hence,	employees	must	view	their	role	as	active	participants	in	the	organization.Why	do	some
leaders	make	decisions	that	take	into	consideration	only	their	interests,	while	others	continually	make	decisions	based	on	moral	principles?	Why	would	a	“good”​	person	remain	silent	or	indifferent	about	prevailing	unethical	activities	or	resist	moral	action	in	confronting	ethical	misconducts?	How	do	we	achieve	integrity	amid	strongly	competing
forces?	Various	situations	at	the	workplace	call	for	moral	courage,	but	issues	of	ethics	and	choice	are	complex	and	often	involve	taking	a	stand	that	many	are	reluctant	to	take.	Hannah,	Avolio,	and	Walumbwa	(2011)	define	moral	courage	in	the	workplace	as:(1)	[A]	malleable	character	strength,	that	(2)	provides	the	requisite	conation	needed	to	commit
to	personal	moral	principles,	(3)	under	conditions	where	the	actor	is	aware	of	the	objective	danger	involved	in	supporting	those	principles,	(4)	that	enables	the	willing	endurance	of	that	danger,	(5)	in	order	to	act	ethically	or	resist	pressure	to	act	unethically	as	required	to	maintain	those	principles.	(p.	560)Moral	courage	is	considered	to	be	the
pinnacle	of	ethical	behavior	(Murray,	2010,	p.	2).	In	her	classic	book	entitled	Education,	Ellen	White	(1952)	powerfully	describes	the	notion	of	moral	courage	as	leaders	and	followers	whowill	not	be	bought	or	sold;	their	inmost	souls	are	true	and	honest;	do	not	fear	to	call	sin	by	its	right	name;	conscience	is	as	true	to	duty	as	the	needle	to	the	pole;	will
stand	for	the	right	though	the	heavens	fall.	(p.	57)Prior	studies	on	ethical	leadership	and	followership	have	paid	little	attention	to	moral	courage	as	a	precursor	to	moral	actions	in	the	workplace.	Many	people	may	agree	on	what	ethical	action	should	be	taken,	but	fewer	people	will	follow	through	with	the	right	thing	(Collins,	2012).	Weber	and	Gillespie
(1998)	tested	this	point	by	surveying	the	moral	beliefs,	intentions,	and	behaviors	regarding	cheating	at	work	or	in	the	classroom	of	370	managers	enrolled	in	an	MBA	program.	Approximately	84	percent	of	the	respondents	replied	that	people	who	cheat	should	be	reported;	however,	only	64	percent	of	the	respondents	stated	that	they	would	report	a
cheater.	Also,	only	40	percent	of	the	respondents	who	observed	someone	cheating	at	work	or	in	school	did	report	the	unethical	behavior.As	correctly	noted	by	Hendry	(2004),	“It	is	not	the	lack	of	moral	reasoning	that	causes	so	much	unethical	behavior	but	rather	a	lack	of	moral	courage”​	(as	cited	in	Gini,	2006).	Hence,	this	study	was	designed	to
explore	the	extent	to	which	leaders	and	followers	can	translate	their	moral	judgment	into	real	moral	action	in	the	workplace.	Specifically,	I	examined	typical	ethical	situations	encountered	by	organizational	members	at	the	workplace,	asking	such	questions	as:	How	do	organizational	members	respond	to	such	encounters?	What	specific	factors	impede
employees’	moral	action?	To	what	extent	are	employees	able	to	display	attributes	that	typify	moral	courage	at	the	workplace?The	concept	of	courage	is	generally	associated	with	acts	of	daring	deeds	that	involve	danger	and	risks	in	the	face	of	opposition	(Amos	&	Klimoski,	2014).	A	more	detailed	definition	of	courage	as	described	by	Rate,	Clarke,
Lindsay,	and	Stenberg	(2007),	is	“a	willful	intentional	act,	executed	after	mindful	deliberation	involving	objective	substantial	risk	to	the	actor,	primarily	motivated	to	bring	about	a	noble	good	or	worthy	end	despite	perhaps	the	presence	of	the	emotion	of	fear”​	(p.	95).	As	this	definition	suggests,	there	is	a	calculated	willingness	and	action	in	upholding
ethical	values.Courage	also	means	accepting	responsibility,	being	able	to	go	against	the	odds,	breaking	the	status	quo,	and	initiating	change	(Sen,	Kabak	&	Yanginlar,	2013,	p.	94).	There	are	two	types	of	courage:	physical	and	moral.	Physical	courage	involves	the	willingness	to	suffer	physical	harm	or	respond	to	physical	danger.	By	contrast,	moral
courage	is	attributed	to	those	who	take	ethical	stances	in	spite	of	potential	risks.	Classic	examples	of	moral	courage	include	Martin	Luther	King,	Jr.,	Nelson	Mandela,	and	others.	Moral	courage	entails	dealing	with	issues	that	are	not	necessarily	physically	threatening;	instead,	it	is	acting	resolutely	on	moral	convictions	(Weiss,	2009,	p.	284).	Moral
courage	“is	the	fortitude	to	convert	moral	intentions	into	actions	despite	pressures	from	either	inside	or	outside	of	the	organization	to	do	otherwise”​	(May,	Chan,	Hodges,	&	Avolio,	2003,	p.	255).Kidder	(2006)	defines	moral	courage	as	the	quality	of	mind	and	spirit	that	enables	one	to	face	up	to	ethical	challenges	firmly	and	confidently,	without
flinching	or	retreating.	Hence,	he	describes	moral	courage	as	“the	courage	to	be	moral,”​	noting	that	“moral”​	is	the	adherence	to	the	values	of	honesty,	respect,	responsibility,	fairness,	and	compassion.	Moral	courage	normally	includes	three	elements:	dangers,	principles,	and	daring	(Baratz	&	Reingold,	2013,	p.	90;	Kidder,	2006).	Mackenzie	(1962)
corroborates	this	point	by	noting	that	“one	of	the	hardest	tests	of	a	man’s	moral	courage	is	his	ability	to	face	the	disapproval	even	of	his	friends	for	an	action	which	strikes	at	all	the	traditions	of	his	class	but	which	nevertheless	he	feels	compelled	to	take	in	order	to	be	at	ease	with	his	conscience”​	(as	cited	in	Kidder,	2006).Moral	courage	also	involves
“the	capacity	to	overcome	the	fear	of	shame	and	humiliation	in	order	to	admit	one’s	mistakes,	to	confess	a	wrong,	to	reject	evil	conformity,	to	denounce	injustice	and	also	to	defy	immoral	or	imprudent	orders”​	(Miller,	2000,	p.	254).Several	theoretical	models	explain	moral	courage.	According	to	Rielle	Miller	(2005),	moral	courage	has	five	components:
presence	and	recognition	of	a	moral	situation,	moral	choice,	behaviors,	individuality,	and	fear.	Recognizing	that	there	is	a	moral	situation	is	the	first	step	toward	moral	courage.	When	a	moral	situation	is	recognized,	it	immediately	calls	the	observer	to	appeal	to	his/her	moral	intuitions,	values,	principles,	etc.	This	leads	to	the	moral	choice	component
whereby	the	individual	faced	with	a	moral	situation	must	resolve	what	to	do.	Once	the	individual	makes	a	decision,	s/he	must	have	the	courage	to	act	on	that	decision.	Therefore,	what	makes	someone	morally	courageous	is	that	his/her	behavior	is	consistent	with	his/her	beliefs	and	choice.	Moral	courage	is	not	a	group	affair;	it	is	a	personal
commitment	to	stand	for	what	is	right	despite	the	potential	threat.	The	final	component	as	suggested	by	Miller	is	fear;	undergoing	fear	implies	that	the	individual	has	understood	the	situation	at	stake	and	the	possible	consequences.James	Rest	(1994)	also	developed	a	four-component	model	showing	that	an	individual	is	likely	to	behave	morally	if	s/he
(1)	is	aware	that	an	ethical	dilemma	has	arisen,	(2)	forms	a	moral	judgment,	(3)	develops	motivation	to	do	something	about	it,	and	(4)	is	a	person	of	high	moral	character.	Similar	to	Miller’s	components,	all	four	factors	are	essential.	The	first	step	in	the	process	requires	an	individual	understanding	that	a	particular	situation	poses	an	ethical	dilemma.
However,	the	person	must	go	beyond	mere	awareness	of	an	ethical	dilemma	to	form	a	moral	judgment,	be	motivated	to	do	something	about	it,	and	dare	to	take	the	appropriate	action.Lawrence	Kohlberg’s	(1969)	stages	of	moral	development	equally	offer	useful	guides	on	how	we	form	moral	judgments	in	response	to	a	series	of	ethical	dilemmas	(as
cited	in	Weiss,	2009).	According	to	Kohlberg,	people	sequentially	progress	through	a	continuum	of	six	stages	of	moral	development	as	they	age	and	mature,	beginning	with	egocentric	punishment	avoidance	and	culminating	at	the	level	of	universal	ethical	principles.	These	six	stages	are	further	classified	into	three	levels.	As	explained	by	Kohlberg,
people	begin	their	moral	development	at	the	pre-conventional	level	where	moral	reasoning	is	based	on	what	benefits	the	individual.	At	this	level,	only	self-interest	is	important;	moral	action	depends	on	the	consequences	for	the	individual.	At	the	conventional	level,	people	are	the	interest	of	other	social	groups.	Hence,	moral	action	is	based	on	pleasing
others	and	maintaining	societal	order.	At	the	post-conventional	stage,	moral	actions	are	determined	by	established	principles.	Thus,	an	individual	at	this	stage	reasons	and	uses	conscience	and	moral	rules	to	guide	actions	instead	of	relying	on	group	norms.	It	is	only	at	the	post-conventional	level	that	an	individual	will	exercise	moral	courage.It	is
interesting	to	note	that	confidence	is	an	important	personal	characteristic	tied	to	acting	with	courage.	May,	Luth,	and	Schwoerer	(2009)	contend	that	moral	efficacy	is	an	individual’s	confidence	in	his/her	ability	to	deal	with	ethical	issues	that	may	arise	in	the	workplace.	If	an	individual	lacks	a	positive	self-image,	that	person	is	unlikely	to	act	with
courage	(Amos	&	Klimosk,	2014).Hannah	and	Avolio	(2010)	also	proposed	moral	ownership,	moral	efficacy,	and	moral	courage	as	interdependent	components	that	promote	moral	potency.	Moral	ownership	is	the	extent	to	which	organizational	members	identify	and	feel	a	sense	of	psychological	responsibility,	while	moral	efficacy	is	the	confidence	to
act	morally.In	sum,	the	above	theoretical	accounts	suggest	that	moral	courage	depends	on	a	multitude	of	factors.	Therefore,	to	be	morally	courageous,	a	person	has	to	be	confident	and	committed	to	certain	personal	principles	and	values	in	spite	of	potential	risks.In	this	study,	my	goal	was	to	determine	the	extent	to	which	employees	and	leaders	alike
are	willing	to	uphold	their	moral	principles.	Hence,	I	adopted	a	mixed	method	descriptive	design	(survey	and	focused	group	interview)	to	gain	a	better	understanding	of	participants’	perspectives	on	ethical	encounter	experiences	and	moral	courage.Questionnaires	were	distributed	to	150	graduate	students	from	a	faith-based	university	in	Kenya.	These
students	represent	a	cross-section	of	workers	from	different	countries	in	sub-Saharan	Africa;	they	serve	in	different	capacities	as	institutional	leaders	and	followers,	with	a	wide	range	of	work	experiences	and	leadership	roles	(e.g.,	CEO,	CFO,	teachers,	supervisors,	etc.).	I	deliberately	chose	this	university	because	it	is	exclusively	a	postgraduate
institution	that	mainly	attracts	the	working	class	from	different	countries	in	Africa.	Useable	questionnaires	were	returned	by	80	students	(53%	response	rate),	possibly	due	to	the	voluntary	and	sensitive	nature	of	the	questionnaire.In	addition,	42	participants	from	the	same	institution	were	scheduled	in	groups	of	seven	for	focus	group	interviews;	these
were	designed	to	allow	participants	to	share	their	thoughts	and	feelings	about	ethical	encounters	and	actions	in	the	workplace.	During	the	interview	I	asked	participants	to	describe	at	least	one	encounter	they	have	personally	experienced	or	observed	in	their	work	within	the	past	two	years	that	challenged	their	moral	values	and	conscience,	requiring
moral	action.	Participants	were	encouraged	to	discuss	the	situation,	how	they	felt	about	it,	and	how	they	dealt	with	that	issue.	All	interviews	were	recorded	with	participants’	consent	and	transcribed	to	explore	key	themes.	The	average	age	and	years	of	employment	service	of	the	participants	were	35	(SD	=	9.3)	and	8	(SD	=	6.5),	respectively.I
measured	moral	identity	using	five	items	(caring,	fairness,	dependable,	honesty,	compassionate)	adapted	from	Barriga,	Morrison,	Liau,	and	Gibbs’	(2001)	“good-self	assessment	scale”​	to	measure	the	extent	to	which	ethical	values	are	important	to	the	participants’	self-worth.	Participants	were	asked	to	indicate	the	extent	to	which	certain	moral	traits
were	an	important	part	of	their	lives	using	a	five-point	Likert-type	scale	anchored	from	1	=	“not	important	to	me,”​	to	5	=	“very	important	to	me,”​	with	a	Cronbach’s	alpha	of	.79.I	measured	moral	efficacy	using	five	items	(α	=	.82)	based	on	the	Moral	Conation	Questionnaire	developed	by	Hannah	and	Avolio	(2010).	These	sample	items	included:	“I	am
able	to	confront	others	who	behave	unethically	in	my	workplace;”​	“I	have	confidence	in	my	ability	to	readily	see	the	moral/ethical	implications	in	the	challenges	I	face;”​	“I	am	able	to	work	with	others	to	settle	moral/ethical	disputes;”​	“I	am	able	to	take	decisive	action	when	addressing	a	moral/ethical	decision;”​	and	“I	have	confidence	in	my	ability	to
determine	what	needs	to	be	done	when	I	face	moral/ethical	dilemmas.”​	Participants	were	asked	to	indicate	their	level	of	confidence	in	their	ability	to	carry	out	ethical	responsibilities	in	the	workplace	on	a	five-point	Likert-type	e	scale	anchored	from	1	=	“not	confident	at	all,”​	to	5	=	“very	confident,”​	with	a	Cronbach’s	alpha	of	.70.Moral	courage	was
measured	using	seven	items	(α	=	.85)	based	on	the	Moral	Conation	Questionnaire	developed	by	Hannah	and	Avolio	(2010).	Participants	were	asked	to	think	about	their	typical	actions	pertaining	to	their	workplace	in	regard	to	their	willingness	to	speak	out	and	do	what	is	right	in	relation	to:	their	peers,	their	supervisors,	group	decisions,	their
willingness	to	express	unpopular	opinions,	their	willingness	to	tell	the	truth	at	all	cost,	and	their	ability	to	withstand	intense	pressure.	Sample	items	included:	“Do	you	confront	your	peers	if	they	commit	an	unethical	act?”​	“Do	you	confront	your	supervisor	if	he/she	commits	an	unethical	act?”​	“Do	you	go	against	the	group’s	decision	whenever	it	violates
your	ethical	standards?”​	Participants	were	asked	to	think	about	their	typical	actions	at	the	workplace	in	relation	to	ethics	and	rate	on	a	scale	from	1	(never)	to	5	(always).Table	1	shows	the	results	of	such	encounters	ranked	in	order	of	prevalence.	Among	others,	the	majority	of	the	participants	indicated	“inconsistency”​	as	the	foremost	ethical	issue.
Participants	recounted	various	incidents	of	employees	being	treated	discriminatorily	because	of	where	they	come	from	or	with	whom	they	associate	within	the	organization	(“who	you	know	syndrome”​).	When	fairness	becomes	an	issue	in	the	workplace,	organizational	members	find	it	easier	to	rationalize	their	bad	behavior,	which	impedes
accountability.Table	1.	Ethical	Situations	Encountered	by	Employees/LeadersTable	2	presents	the	means	and	corresponding	standard	deviations	of	the	quantitative	data.	The	results	suggest	that	employees	perceive	themselves	as	having	high	moral	identity	(M	=	4.43,	SD	=	.56),	and	therefore	moral	attributes	such	as	caring,	fairness,	honesty,	and
compassion	are	essential	to	their	sense	of	identity.	On	the	other	hand,	a	relatively	lower	score	on	moral	efficacy	(M=3.97,	SD	=	.67)	implies	that	employees	do	not	have	the	requisite	confidence	to	defend	the	principles	that	are	essential	to	their	sense	of	identity.	Consequently,	such	employees	are	not	able	to	muster	the	courage	to	stand	up	for	what
they	believe	is	right;	resulting	in	a	low	score	in	moral	courage	(M	=	2.87;	SD	=	.64).	This	confirms	the	discrepancy	between	who	we	think	we	are	and	what	we	actually	do	when	confronted	with	ethical	challenges.	Sometimes	we	know	the	right	course	to	take;	yet	when	faced	with	a	specific	situation,	there	is	a	strong	temptation	to	do	what	is	wrong	or
engage	in	inaction.	In	the	words	of	Gini	(2006,	p.	120),	people	feel	reluctant	to	do	the	right	thing	because	they	find	it	hard	“to	stand	outside	their	shadow.”​	Badaracco	(1997)	describes	this	type	of	experience	as	a	“defining	moment,”​	where	we	discover	whether	we	live	up	to	our	personal	ideals	or	only	pay	mere	lip	service.Table	2.	Extent	of	Employees’
Moral	PotencyFigure	1	also	affirms	the	above	results	and	shows	respondents’	reactions	to	ethical	situations.	More	than	70%	of	the	respondents	reported	that	they	would	rather	keep	silent	or	do	nothing	when	confronted	with	ethical	issues.	According	to	Callahan	(2004,	p.	62),	“when	you	put	people	under	pressure	and	give	them	a	choice	of	preserving
either	their	integrity	or	their	financial	security,	many	will	go	for	the	money.”​	Comer	and	Vega	(2011),	however,	contend	that	how	we	behave	depends	on	the	consequences	we	may	personally	face,	as	well	as	the	impact	on	others.	Accordingly,	we	are	more	likely	to	abandon	our	moral	principles	when	there	are	relatively	high	organizational	pressures	to
act	against	our	moral	standards	if	doing	otherwise	will	cause	greater	personal	loss,	or	when	violating	our	moral	standards	will	have	a	minimal	negative	impact	on	others.	No	wonder	many	people	would	rather	dishonor	their	moral	principles	if	their	job,	close	relations,	or	ability	to	support	their	dependents	were	threatened.Figure	1.	Employees’
reaction	to	ethical	challengesTable	3	shows	evidence	that	employees	and	leaders	have	their	own	reasons	for	keeping	quiet	in	spite	of	having	concerns.	The	results	suggest	that	the	fear	of	consequences	(victimization,	intimidation,	threats,	etc.)	is	the	main	reason	why	workers	are	not	able	to	defend	their	moral	convictions.	Keeping	cordial	relationships
is	also	a	significant	point	in	determining	our	willingness	to	act.	More	so,	employees	would	normally	resort	to	inaction	if	they	doubt	any	positive	outcome	or	change.Table	3.	Factors	That	Impede	Employees’	Moral	ActionThe	findings	of	this	study	confirm	that	many	of	us	are	not	able	to	carry	through	on	our	ethical	judgment	and	actions	due	to	fear	and
relationships.	Unfair	treatment,	subjective	application	of	working	policy,	dishonesty	in	financial	matters,	etc.,	are	common	ethical	issues	in	the	workplace.	Choosing	to	remain	silent	and	protecting	relationships	highlights	the	importance	of	our	sense	of	belongingness.	In	Africa	for	instance,	maintaining	relationships	is	especially	important	to	our
identity;	this	may	be	due	to	our	collectivistic	orientation.	African	proverbs	such	as,	“Go	the	way	that	many	people	go;	if	you	go	alone,	you	will	have	reason	to	lament,”​	or,	“Cross	the	river	in	a	crowd,	and	the	crocodile	won’t	eat	you,”​	capture	the	essence	of	collectivism.Moreover,	some	believe	that	justice	is	ultimately	God’s;	therefore,	there’s	no	need	to
voice	earthly	injustices.	Such	believers	find	no	compelling	reason	to	speak	against	questionable	practices.	Additionally,	the	hierarchy	of	power	among	employees	at	different	levels	may	affect	their	ability	to	stand	up	for	their	core	values.	Again,	many	people	in	African	societies	exhibit	a	more	significant	degree	of	power	distance,	whereby	people	do	as
they	are	expected	and	look	up	to	authority	for	directions	(Hofstede,	1991;	Smit,	2007).	In	South	Africa	for	instance,	subordinates	do	not	easily	approach	or	contradict	their	superiors	(Smit,	2007).As	with	all	research,	this	study	has	limitations	that	offer	further	opportunities	for	future	research.	One	limitation	of	this	study	is	the	fact	that	it	included	a
relatively	small	sample	of	the	graduate	student	population.	Future	research	could	expand	the	sample	size	to	determine	if	the	outcome	of	the	study	would	be	different.	More	so,	the	use	of	focus	group	interviews	in	this	study	could	limit	the	free	expression	of	participants’	thoughts	and	opinions	due	to	the	presence	of	others.	Some	participants	may	be



hesitant	to	fully	express	their	views	in	such	a	setting,	or	feel	group	pressure	to	give	similar	examples	of	ethical	situations.No	doubt	doing	the	right	thing	is	both	a	personal	and	organizational	responsibility.	Sometimes,	people	resolve	to	inaction	because	of	the	lack	of	organizational	support	for	doing	the	right	thing.	Bird	(1996)	describes	such	condition
as	moral	muteness,	which	subsequently	leads	to	moral	deafness	and	blindness.	Institutional	constraints	such	as	hierarchy,	loyalty,	and	submission	to	authority	make	it	nearly	impossible	to	pursue	the	right	course	of	action.	This	means	that	organizations	need	to	create	ethical	environments	that	promote	and	support	moral	courage.	More	so,	building
the	capacity	for	action	with	courage	is	a	leadership	requirement	(Sekerka,	Mccarthy,	&	Bagozzi,	2011).	Leaders	at	all	levels	must	consistently	and	proactively	model	exemplary	behavior	that	exemplifies	selflessness,	commitment,	and	moral	courage.	There	must	be	institutionalized,	collaborative	discussion	across	ranks	about	the	ethical	issues
employees	face	and	how	to	resolve	such	issues	together.On	the	other	hand,	moral	courage	is	a	personal	affair	and	choice—to	act	morally	in	spite	of	the	fear	factor.	Therefore,	the	individual	has	a	responsibility	and	a	role	to	play.	Having	a	close	personal	relationship	with	God	or	a	spiritual	connection	with	a	higher	being	may	serve	as	a	useful	foundation
for	moral	courage.	Employees	who	have	a	deep	sense	of	calling	would	potentially	act	more	courageously	because	they	have	a	deeper	internalization	of	the	mission	than	those	who	do	not	feel	a	calling	(MacDonald,	2011).	Such	people	may	go	the	extra	mile	to	make	a	difference	as	far	as	defending	their	values	are	concerned.	A	person	who	feels	“called”​
has	a	sense	that	God	has	an	interest	in	his/her	job	or	career,	and	will	therefore	take	principled	risks	knowing	that	God	will	provide,	and	will	likely	feel	that	their	integrity	is	worthy	of	personal	cost	(MacDonald,	2011).	Thus,	morally	courageous	employees	often	draw	on	the	strength	of	their	faith	to	face	the	ethical	challenges	of	daily	organizational
life.This	study	examined	typical	ethical	situations	encountered	by	organizational	members	in	the	workplace	and	the	factors	that	impede	employees’	moral	action.	The	results	affirm	that	organizational	pressures	can	compromise	our	moral	behavior,	and	we	may	be	more	vulnerable	to	pressures	than	we	would	like	to	think	(Comer	&	Vega,	2011).	To
exercise	moral	courage,	we	need	to	examine	who	we	are	and	what	is	important	to	us.If	moral	courage	is	indeed	the	missing	link	between	moral	principles	and	action,	then	we	need	to	find	ways	to	express	and	encourage	it	in	the	workplace.	Indeed,	“the	world	is	a	dangerous	place,	not	because	of	those	who	do	evil	but	because	of	those	who	look	on	and
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of	Management	and	the	MBA	Program	Director	at	the	Adventist	University	of	Africa	in	Nairobi,	Kenya.	Leadership	today	is	not	just	about	making	the	right	decisions;	it’s	about	doing	what’s	right.	These	decisions	often	involve	tough	choices	that	test	our	values	and	our	beliefs.	This	is	where	moral	courage	comes	into	play.	It	is	the	strength	that	enables
leaders	to	remain	steadfast	in	their	principles,	despite	challenges.	Ultimately,	this	kind	of	leadership	builds	trust	and	fosters	a	culture	of	integrity.	True	leaders	recognize	that	their	actions	set	a	precedent	and	influence	the	broader	around	them.	Moral	courage	is	the	strength	to	stand	up	for	what	is	right,	even	when	it	is	difficult	or	unpopular.	It
involves	taking	a	stand	based	on	your	principles,	ethics,	and	values,	regardless	of	the	potential	risks,	or	consequences.	Unlike	physical	courage,	which	is	typically	associated	with	acts	of	bravery	in	dangerous	situations,	moral	courage	is	about	the	internal	battles	we	face	when	our	values	are	challenged.	Moral	courage	is	essential	in	leadership	because
it	represents	the	willingness	to	act	according	to	one's	principles,	even	when	there	is	pressure	to	do	otherwise.	It	is	the	foundation	of	integrity	and	trust—qualities	that	are	critical	to	be	a	leader.	Why	is	Moral	Courage	Important?	Moral	Courage	Builds	Trust:	Leaders	who	demonstrate	moral	courage	earn	the	trust	and	respect	of	their	teams,	their	peers,
their	customers	and	their	leaders.	Trust	is	the	bedrock	of	effective	leadership,	and	it	cannot	exist	without	integrity.	When	leaders	consistently	act	according	to	their	values,	they	build	a	reputation	for	honesty	and	ethical	behavior,	which	strengthens	their	ability	to	lead.	It	Assists	in	Navigating	Ethical	Dilemmas:	Every	leader	will	face	situations	where
the	right	choice	is	not	the	easy	one.	Moral	courage	empowers	leaders	to	make	decisions	that	align	with	their	core	values,	even	when	these	decisions	might	be	unpopular	or	come	with	significant	personal	or	professional	risks.	It	Inspires	Followership:	Leaders	with	moral	courage	set	an	example	for	others	to	follow.	They	create	a	culture	of
accountability	and	ethical	behavior	within	their	organizations.	When	employees	see	their	leaders	making	tough,	principled	decisions,	they	are	more	likely	to	do	the	same.	It	Enables	Sustainable	Performance:	While	compromising	on	values	might	yield	short-term	gains,	it	is	moral	courage	that	ensures	long-term	success.	Organizations	led	by	individuals
with	moral	courage	are	more	likely	to	cultivate	a	strong	ethical	foundation,	attract	and	retain	top	talent,	and	build	lasting	relationships	with	customers	and	partners.	How	Do	I	Develop	Moral	Courage?			Developing	moral	courage	is	a	continuous	journey	that	requires	self-awareness,	reflection,	and	practice.	Here	are	some	steps	to	help	cultivate	this
crucial	trait:	1.	Define	Your	Values:	Start	by	clearly	defining	your	personal	and	professional	values.	What	principles	are	non-negotiable	for	you?	Understanding	your	core	beliefs	will	provide	you	with	a	solid	foundation	for	making	difficult	decisions.	2.	Practice	Self-Awareness:	Regularly	assess	your	actions	and	decisions	to	ensure	they	align	with	your
values.	Self-awareness	helps	you	recognize	when	you	are	facing	an	ethical	dilemma	and	prepares	you	to	respond	with	integrity.	3.	Seek	Diverse	Perspectives:	Engage	with	others	who	may	have	different	viewpoints.	Understanding	different	perspectives	can	deepen	your	ethical	understanding	and	strengthen	your	ability	to	make	principled	decisions.	4.
Build	a	Support	Network:	Surround	yourself	with	people	who	share	your	values	and	will	support	you	when	you	need	to	make	tough	choices.	A	strong	support	network	can	provide	guidance	and	encouragement	when	you	are	facing	challenges	to	your	moral	convictions.	5.	Start	Small:	Moral	courage	doesn’t	always	have	to	be	about	making	grand,
sweeping	decisions.	Start	by	taking	small	actions	that	reflect	your	values.	Over	time,	these	smaller	acts	of	courage	will	build	your	confidence	to	tackle	larger	ethical	challenges.	6.	Reflect	on	Past	Decisions:	Reflect	on	times	when	you	faced	difficult	choices.	What	guided	your	decision-making	process?	How	did	you	feel	afterward?	Learning	from	past
experiences	can	help	you	approach	future	challenges	with	greater	moral	clarity.	Moral	courage	is	not	just	a	leadership	quality;	it	is	the	heart	of	true	leadership.	It	is	what	separates	good	leaders	from	great	ones—those	who	are	not	just	successful,	but	also	principled,	respected,	and	trusted.	As	leaders,	we	must	commit	to	cultivating	moral	courage
within	ourselves	and	our	organizations.	By	doing	so,	we	not	only	build	stronger	teams	and	businesses	but	also	contribute	to	a	better,	more	ethical	world.	In	the	end,	leadership	is	not	just	about	where	you	lead	people,	but	how	you	lead	them.	And	leading	with	moral	courage	is	the	surest	path	to	making	a	lasting,	positive	impact.


