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Abstract The concept of responsible leadership has

garnered increased attention in recent years. Indeed, irre-

sponsibility on the part of organizational leaders appears to

represent an area of growing concern to the greater public.

Accordingly, it is appropriate that increased scholarly

attention be devoted to an understanding of this concept.

But with that said, the purpose of this article is to identify

three caveats about which researchers and practitioners

should be concerned as work in this area proceeds. These

caveats pertain to: (1) definitional issues, (2) the impor-

tance of theory and research that is not ideologically driven

or biased, and (3) the positioning of responsible leadership

within the greater body of leadership theory and research.

Additional concerns are considered including the mea-

surement of responsible leadership and research strategies.

Keywords Leadership � Social responsibility

The concept of responsible leadership represents an

amalgamation of two heretofore disparate and distinct

literatures: (1) social responsibility and (2) leadership. The

social responsibility literature has been largely macro in its

orientation with much attention devoted to the possible

relationship between corporate social responsibility (CSR)

practices and firm performance (e.g., Hillman and Keim

2001; Margolis and Walsh 2001; Orlitzky et al. 2003;

Waddock and Graves 1997). Less attention has been

directed to the individual actors associated with CSR, such

as executive leaders. In contrast, the leadership literature

has been focused largely on internal, one-on-one relation-

ships between leaders and followers (Gerstner and Day

1997), as well as team-oriented leadership (Kozlowski and

Ilgen 2006). With few exceptions (e.g., Finkelstein et al.

2009; Waldman and Yammarino 1999), there has been less

emphasis on leadership theory directed at higher organi-

zational levels. Because of the demands of higher-level

leaders, such an emphasis would inherently stress the

relevance of behavior and decision-making with regard to

a mixture of internal and external entities. Concepts

pertaining to social responsibility may provide a basis for

such a mixture of leader foci. Accordingly, there is a need

to better understand how these two areas, social responsi-

bility and leadership, can come together conceptually.

Along such lines, a goal of some recent work (e.g.,

Maak and Pless 2006; Waldman and Galvin 2008), as well

as the current special issue of the Journal of Business

Ethics, is to form a better understanding of how concepts

pertaining to social responsibility and leadership can merge

in a coherent and beneficial manner. In doing so, benefits

might be realized for both academic and practitioner

communities alike. The purpose of the current article is

to add clarity to issues pertaining to the union of these

concepts. Specifically, I will provide three key caveats

or principles that are relevant to responsible leadership.

Before doing so, I will attempt to put responsible leader-

ship and its importance in a greater context.

Responsible Leadership: A Concept Whose Time

Has Come?

It may not be hyperbolic to suggest that capitalism as an

economic system is under attack in recent times. But why
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are such attacks increasing, and could the concept of

responsible leadership be relevant? In recent times, we can

look at some interesting polls that have been conducted.

One poll taken in the U.S. by Rasmussen Reports (2009)

indicated that the term ‘‘capitalism’’ was increasingly being

viewed with skepticism in that only 53% of the American

public favored the concept, while 20% favored socialism,

and 27% were not sure. Perhaps even more remarkable, the

percentages favoring capitalism versus socialism were

nearly equivalent for young adults under the age of 30.

On the other hand, 70% of the public were still favorable

toward the notion of a free-market economic system. How

do such numbers square with each other? Isn’t capitalism

simply equivalent to free markets?

The answer may lie in the image that has evolved with

regard to capitalism as a whole, and in particular, with the

executives who steward capitalism. Almost 30 years ago,

Michael Novak (1982) pointed toward the growing demise

of the term capitalism in our lexicon. He noted that

capitalism was rapidly becoming a ‘‘dirty word’’ because

it seemed less than spiritual and potentially disruptive of

community and tradition. Furthermore, the term was

increasingly associated with selfishness and greed, exploi-

tation, inequality, and even corruption. At the same time,

Novak (1982) stated that at least potentially, capitalism

had a moral/cultural role to play in society through the

encouragement of self-restraint, hard work and discipline,

generosity, and integrity. In total, Novak viewed capitalism

as a system that is at least potentially far superior to

socialism, but at the same time, the self-interest encouraged

by capitalism had to be balanced with the types of values

listed above.

In combination with Novak’s (1982) work, another poll

taken by Harris Interactive (2009) in the U.S. and five

European countries (i.e., France, Germany, Great Britain,

Spain, and Italy) may help us make sense of the above

numbers. In that poll, 76% of Americans and between 65

and 81% of adults in the European countries believe that

the recent behavior of business leaders in general has been

unethical or irresponsible (e.g., too much executive pay

that is not linked to performance, not enough concern for

the job security of employees, and so forth). Harris Inter-

active (2009) suggests that the ‘‘reputation of business and

business leaders is not just a beauty contest.’’ That is, when

business leaders become unpopular, it affects how the

media handles business events and stories, as well as the

extent to which governments adopt tough anti-business

policies (e.g., through regulations and taxation). Regarding

the latter, the unpopularity of business and its leaders might

give government and its leaders a license to pursue more

socialist policies in society as a whole (Harris Interactive

2009).

So in total, what can the above polls really tell us, and

how is this knowledge relevant to an understanding of

responsible leadership? I suggest that the implication may

actually be quite simple and straightforward. Specifically,

it may be that increasingly, people are associating capi-

talism directly with the leaders of major corporations. And

what they perceive is increasingly not favorable. At least in

terms of the image portrayed by media reporting, hypocrisy

and personal greed seem to be the predominant modus

operandi on the part of corporate leaders, rather than

adherence to a larger sense of responsibility. Since these

leaders represent the face of capitalism, perhaps there

should be no wonder that the public is losing faith in

corporations—and even the concept of capitalism. But in

line with the arguments of Novak (1982), it may be that

capitalism per se is not the problem. Instead, leadership,

and specifically irresponsible leadership, may be largely to

blame.

Attempts to understand effective leadership processes

are not new. Over the past two decades, there has been a

rush to understand the nature of effective leadership in

organizations. Indeed, there is a realization that leaders

face increasingly skeptical publics, volatile environments,

and employees with changing needs and backgrounds. To

deal with such challenges, leadership has been heralded as

a process that can potentially create competitive advantage

for firms (Finkelstein et al. 2009; Yukl 2010). Firms such

as Southwest Airlines and Starbucks have leveraged lead-

ership practices at multiple organizational levels to present

a better image to the public and to help realize sustained

effectiveness. A number of leadership models have been

proposed in the hope of conceptualizing leadership in the

most optimal manner. The new lexicon includes transfor-

mational (Judge and Piccolo 2004; Waldman et al. 2006),

authentic (Bass and Steidlmeier 1999), ethical/moral

(Brown and Trevino 2006; Brown et al. 2005), and servant

leadership (Barbuto and Wheeler 2006; Greenleaf 1977),

among other terms.

Elements of responsibility can be found in each of these

conceptualizations of leadership. For example, the concept

of servant leadership stresses the idea of how leaders would

be responsive to, and serve the needs of, followers

(Greenleaf 1977). As such, they are showing responsibility

toward followers. Yet the larger concerns of responsibility

beyond organizational boundaries (e.g., customers, the

environment, the greater community, and so forth) are not

really considered to any degree in recent theories of

effective leadership (Maak and Pless 2006). This omission

can be explained through the traditional focus of leadership

on the internal, group level of analysis, as mentioned

above. Accordingly, a broader treatment of responsibility

under the rubric of responsible leadership seems warranted.
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Three Caveats to Consider

As suggested in the call for papers for this special issue

of the Journal of Business Ethics, there is a growing con-

sideration of responsible leadership and its implications.

In my above arguments, I have attempted to place this

consideration within the realm of an increasing concern in

society regarding business organizations and their leaders.

Nevertheless, below I make the case that without a clear

identification of potentially troublesome conceptual and

empirical issues, the field risks confusion and even biases

in the pursuit of an understanding of responsible leader-

ship, its antecedents, and its outcomes. Thus, it is imper-

ative that caution be shown in the use of this relatively new

term. Otherwise, responsible leadership runs the risk of

being criticized as unfocused, and even an ideologically

driven, flavor-of-the-month approach. The three caveats

articulated below may help to avoid such problems with

this potentially beneficial perspective on effective leader-

ship. My hope is that future scholars will use these

cautionary principles to help guide work that will realize

useful results for researchers and practitioners alike.

Caveat #1 Responsible leadership can be conceptualized

and examined based upon multiple definitions and moral

bases.

As outlined below, multiple definitions of responsible

leadership are emerging. This should not be surprising

given the multiple definitions or conceptualizations of both

stakeholder theory (Donaldson and Preston 1995; Freeman

1984) and CSR (Garriga and Melé 2004) that have previ-

ously emerged in the literature. A definition of responsible

leadership that seems to be largely taking hold is in line

with both integrative and ethical theories of CSR, espe-

cially normative stakeholder theory. It considers what

managers should do in an effort to take into account the

needs of stakeholders, other than shareholders, who may

have legitimate interests in a firm’s activities (Donaldson

and Preston 1995; Margolis and Walsh 2001, 2003). A key

premise is that ‘‘each group of stakeholders merits con-

sideration for its own sake and not merely because of its

ability to further the interests of some other group, such as

the shareowners’’ (Garriga and Melé 2004, p. 60). That is,

responsible leadership involves actions and decisions on

the part of people in leadership positions that should

balance the needs and concerns of a variety of stakeholder

entities. The entities can include employees, shareholders,

customers, the environment (and groups that monitor it),

and the greater community in which a firm exists. The idea

is that leaders need to be accountable to all of these entities

in an equal manner. In a similar vein, Maak and Pless

(2006, p. 104) referred to Plato’s characterization of the

‘‘leader as a weaver, whose main task was to weave

together different kinds of people into the fabric of

society.’’

It is interesting to note that the above definition is

contained largely in the call for papers for this special

issue. It is also apparent in the work of Waldman and

colleagues (e.g., Waldman and Galvin 2008; Waldman and

Siegel 2008), as well as Maak and Pless (2006). Moreover,

it mirrors ideas about responsible leadership that have been

put forth by a number of prominent business leaders,

such as Howard Schultz of Starbucks and John Mackey

of Whole Foods (e.g., see Reason 2005). For example,

Waldman and Galvin (2008) discussed Mackey’s concern

for balancing the needs of multiple stakeholders (e.g.,

employees, customers, and the local community) and the

natural environment. Some recent research would seem to

give credence to this definition and its usefulness for

understanding leader effectiveness. Specifically, Sully de

Luque et al. (2008) found that leaders (i.e., firm CEOs)

who value a range of stakeholders in their decision-making

are associated with more inspiring leadership, as well as

more highly effective firms.

Accordingly, one might come to the conclusion that

there is no other viable conceptualization of responsible

leadership. However, in an exchange of ideas (Waldman

and Siegel 2008), as well as in additional work (Siegel

2009), Siegel emphasized a viewpoint of responsible

leadership based upon a strategic perspective of CSR

(Husted and de Jesus Salazar 2006; McWilliams and Siegel

2000, 2001). Specifically, he challenged the notion that

leaders should balance the needs of various stakeholder

groups in their actions and decision-making. Instead, he

emphasized the traditional, economically oriented per-

spective that the priority of leaders should be to maximize

productivity and profits. As such, leaders should only

invest in CSR efforts if they can be shown to provide a

clear financial return on that investment. It follows that

according to this definition of responsible leadership, the

only real stakeholder who the leader should serve is the

shareholder.

At its core, Siegel’s definition is in line with the notion

put forward originally by Milton Friedman, Nobel Prize

winner in economics, that the only social responsibility of a

firm is to make profits for its shareholders (Friedman

1970). To Friedman, the notion of actions oriented toward

anything other than profit maximization was anathema to

leader responsibility. However, Siegel (2009) argued that

leaders could reasonably take actions that would benefit

broader stakeholder groups as long as those actions could

be justified in terms of return on investment. The idea is

that if not carefully controlled, leaders might make deci-

sions that would benefit their own ‘‘pet’’ causes/projects, or

what Margolis and Walsh (2003, p. 271) characterized as

‘‘corporate misadventures’’. Siegel’s inference is that if not
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carefully controlled, such actions are not likely to provide

discernable benefits for shareholders.

Siegel’s definition is also in line with the instrumental

theories of CSR that were identified by Garriga and Melé

(2004), and more specifically, Donaldson and Preston’s

(1995) instrumental stakeholder theory. This approach to

both CSR and stakeholders focuses on the consequences

(i.e., primarily economic benefits) that follow from man-

agers attending to a broad range of stakeholders. Unlike the

normative stakeholder approach, instrumental thinking

would suggest that the goal of CSR is to achieve economic

objectives through social activities or actions that are ori-

ented toward stakeholder groups. That is, unlike normative

stakeholder theory, these groups would not be viewed

as having legitimate interests in the activities of firms.

As pointed out by Margolis and Walsh (2003), instrumental

approaches can also be normative in nature, as is the case

when Siegel argues for managerial actions pertaining to

CSR only on the basis of discernable return on investment

(Siegel 2009; Waldman and Siegel 2008).

On the surface, the economic/strategic perspective of

responsible leadership would seem to make at least some

sense. Agency theory suggests that executives do need to

be carefully monitored and controlled through Board of

Director approval of strategic decisions, contracts, and even

disciplinary actions if necessary (Jensen and Meckling 1976;

Walsh and Seward 1990). Otherwise, the possibility of

opportunistic behavior that would not be of benefit to the

firm’s owners (e.g., shareholders) will increase. As one of the

early commentators on this problem, Adam Smith suggested

that in agent-managed firms, ‘‘negligence and profusion,

therefore, must always prevail [because the agents are

managers of] other people’s money’’ (1937, p. 122; also see

Jensen and Meckling 1976). In modern day terms, and in line

with Siegel’s (2009) concerns, the profusion to which Smith

originally referred could pertain to pet CSR-related projects

or interests.

On the other hand, stewardship theorists would argue that

while opportunism is possible, many executives can be

trusted to act consistently in the firm’s best interests,

including actions or expenditures that would appear to be

more in the interests of stakeholders other than shareholders

(Davis et al. (1997). Indeed, if strong controls are placed on

executives and their discretion, as would be suggested by

agency theory, they might lose their identity with the firm,

and thus, their intrinsic motivation to perform. Accordingly,

stewardship theory, and similar proponents (e.g., Ghoshal

2005), would suggest that rather than restrain and control

executives, they should be given maximum freedom to

pursue CSR and the use of resources to help balance the

concerns of multiple stakeholder groups.

It is interesting to note that the stakeholder and eco-

nomic/strategic approaches to responsible leadership also

differ in terms of moral bases. The emphasis on serving or

balancing the needs of a broad set of stakeholders that has

been proposed in recent conceptualizations (see Maak and

Pless 2006; Waldman and Galvin 2008) is very much

value-laden and largely driven by normative stakeholder

theory, as noted above. Indeed, Maak and Pless (2006,

p. 105) stated that ‘‘having a good character and being a

moral person are at the core of being a responsible leader.’’

As such, this definition also follows from ethical approa-

ches to CSR (Garriga and Melé 2004).

In a different vein, as already mentioned, Milton

Friedman was famous for his own assertions regarding

executives and social responsibility. In his later years, he

added a moral element, as is evident in the following quote,

‘‘There is but one ‘social responsibility’ for corporate

executives … they must make as much money as possible

for their shareholders. This is a moral imperative. Execu-

tives who choose social and environmental goals over

profits—who try to act morally—are in fact immoral’’

(Bakan 2004, p. 34).

It is interesting to note that Jones et al. (2007) referred to

the type of context that Friedman was exhorting as a cor-

porate egoist or instrumentalist, organizational culture.

Moreover, Jones et al. (2007) would not characterize such a

context as operating in terms of a moral imperative, since

they characterized morality and ethics in terms of the

extent to which a culture is all about other-regarding, rather

than self-regard. The type of context about which Friedman

(see Bakan 2004) or Siegel (2009) spoke is limited in terms

of other-regarding to concerns for shareholders/owners. In

contrast, what I have labeled as a stakeholder approach to

responsible leadership is more indicative of a moralist or

altruist culture according to Jones et al. (2007). These

labels reflect the broader extent of other-regarding that

characterize the stakeholder approach. On the other hand,

as suggested above, the pure instrumentalist (e.g., Siegel

2009) might argue that other-regarding could actually

become immoral if it is spread too thin among a broad set

of stakeholders, when in reality the ‘‘true’’ stakeholder is

the shareholder.

The goal here is not to argue for the validity, morality,

or legitimacy of the stakeholder, versus a more economic/

instrumental approach, to defining responsible leadership.

Rather, in line with the work of Margolis and Walsh

(2003), my goal is to simply suggest that both types of

approaches exist, and given the current, nascent state of

theoretical and research development, neither is inherently

more valid than the other—or more moral than the other.

Thus, despite what might be intuitively appealing, theorists

and researchers should not feel forced to adopt a particular

set of moral values which, in turn, might be driven by a

particular theoretical basis. It is the job of researchers to

provide evidence for these or other approaches to the
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concept of responsible leadership that might arise in the

future. Only then can we move toward a more valid, nor-

mative theory of responsible leadership. Research that

might be done to develop such normative approaches is

outlined below.

Caveat #2 Responsible leadership may be driven by

multiple ideological bases.

This caveat is relevant to researchers and practitioners

alike. It is somewhat reasonable to assume that many, if

not most, researchers who are interested in responsible

leadership might lean to the left, both ideologically and

politically. In and of itself, all individuals, including

management theorists and researchers, should feel free to

choose political ideologies with which they agree and feel

comfortable. Moreover, I fully realize that based on Caveat

#1 described earlier, there may be strongly held values that

guide various approaches to responsible leadership. How-

ever, a problem can potentially arise when such values and

ideologies start to affect, or even bias, one’s writings and

research efforts. Thus, I propose that at a minimum,

researchers in the realm of responsible leadership should:

(1) be aware of their own ideological values, (2) understand

how those values could potentially bias their efforts or

normative prescriptions to practitioners, and (3) allow for

the notion that no one ideology or political leaning is

inherently the ‘‘right’’ or ‘‘wrong’’ basis for responsible

leadership.

An interesting example may help to illustrate this

caveat. In the height of the healthcare reform debate in the

United States, John Mackey, CEO of Whole Foods, wrote

an editorial about that issue in the Wall Street Journal

(Mackey 2009). The government’s plan clearly included

left-leaning approaches to solving healthcare policy issues,

such as a high degree of government control of the U.S.

healthcare system, income redistribution, and so forth.

It is perhaps quite conceivable that Mackey would have

supported the government’s plan, given: (1) his approach

to leadership is highly representative of the stakeholder

approach summarized above (cf., Waldman and Galvin

2008), and (2) many of the stakeholders of Whole Foods

(e.g., employees and customers) would be left-leaning in

their own personal ideologies.

However, much to the surprise of many people, Mackey

(2009) took the opposite stance in his editorial as illustrated

by the following quote, ‘‘While we clearly need health-care

reform, the last thing our country needs is a massive new

health-care entitlement that will create hundreds of billions

of dollars of new unfunded deficits and move us much

closer to a government takeover of our health-care system.

Instead, we should be trying to achieve reforms by moving

in the opposite direction – toward less government control

and more individual empowerment.’’ Indeed, he started his

editorial with a quote from Margaret Thatcher, ‘‘The

problem with socialism is that eventually you run out of

other people’s money.’’ In his editorial, he proposed

alternatives to the government plan, including positive

actions in the realm of healthcare that Whole Foods is

already taking toward its own employees. In subsequent

communication, Mackey was clear to point out that he was

simply stating his opinions, and that others (including

Whole Foods employees) were free to espouse their own

opinions.

Nevertheless, he was criticized for his comments, which

some people have suggested to be a denial of the inherent

right of individuals to have healthcare. Many of these

critics were Whole Foods customers, who subsequently

pursued a boycott of the company based on Mackey’s

comments (see NowPublic.com 2009). McArdle (2009)

argued that the reason for the boycott was that Mackey

seemed to have betrayed the trust of these customers

because ‘‘Whole Foods is everything leftists talk about

when they talk about corporate responsibility.’’ On the

other hand, she also reported that other customers (many of

whom are new customers) have organized a counter-boy-

cott in order to support Mackey and his views. It is inter-

esting to note that several years earlier, T. J. Rodgers, CEO

of Cypress Semiconductor, criticized Mackey for pursuing

what he considered to be a socialistic or collectively based

ideology in Mackey’s management of Whole Foods

(Reason 2005). To Rodgers, such a management approach

represented a betrayal of the firm’s shareholders. He even

compared Mackey’s philosophy to that of Karl Marx.

Evidently and ironically, for some critics, Mackey is seen

as caving into capitalistic ideology, while for others, he is

viewed as a socialist.

The point of the above example is not to either support

or criticize John Mackey’s views on healthcare reform.

Instead, the message is twofold. First, the political ideology

of individuals who might be viewed as responsible leaders

in the business realm may not always be clear. Stated

another way, there may be different ideologies, or even

mixtures of ideologies, driving leaders who are viewed

largely as being responsible in the way that they lead

their respective organizations. Furthermore, no political

ideology is inherently ‘‘right’’ or ‘‘wrong’’ as a basis for

responsible leadership. To assume otherwise, would at the

very least be naı̈ve on the part of theorists and researchers,

and at worst, could lead to biases in their own efforts.

Second, and perhaps more importantly, there is not an

inherent correlation between Caveats #1 and 2. Thus, as

shown by John Mackey, it is possible for a business leader

to have a strong stakeholder mindset and yet also take

political stances that might be viewed as conservative in

nature. It is even possible to conceive of a business leader

with a strong economic/instrumentalist mindset who might
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take a somewhat liberal stance toward political issues

because s/he believes that social problems should be solved

through government-based programs, rather than actions

on the part of business.

Caveat #3 Responsible leadership is a unique and ben-

eficial construct within the domain of leadership theory and

research.

The concept of responsible leadership needs to be placed

within the larger domain of existing leadership constructs

and theory. There are several constructs that are relevant or

related to responsible leadership, such as transformational

(e.g., Bass and Steidlmeier 1999; Waldman et al. 2006) and

servant (e.g., Greenleaf 1977) forms of leadership.

Regarding the former, values pertaining to responsibility

may be key to an understanding of why leaders are viewed

as inspirational or visionary, qualities that form the basis of

transformational leadership (see Sully de Luque et al.

2008). In short, parallels can be drawn between responsible

leadership and other concepts existing in the field of

leadership.

Responsible Leadership Versus Ethical/Moral Leadership

Perhaps most connected conceptually to responsible lead-

ership, ethical/moral leadership is a topic that has received

increased attention in recent times (Brown and Trevino

2006; Brown et al. 2005). It is based on values and prin-

ciples, as is the topic of responsible leadership. However,

as suggested earlier, the ethics or morals surrounding

responsible leadership are not altogether clear, and as

suggested earlier, may even be somewhat controversial.

At the same time, I will argue below for how the confusion

or controversy surrounding responsible leadership may

actually be less than that pertaining to the concept of

ethical/moral leadership.

As compared to ethical/moral leadership, there is a need

to recognize the uniqueness of responsible leadership, and

how the concept can potentially be applied in somewhat

distinct and beneficial ways. First, Brown and Trevino

(2006) discussed how the conceptualization and measure-

ment of ethical/moral leadership to date has focused upon

supervisory-level leadership behavior, which is directed

toward immediate subordinates. They acknowledged that

although the concept is also relevant to executive leaders,

its application at strategic levels of leadership is not as

clearly defined. As already suggested, the concept of

responsible leadership has been born largely out of the

CSR literature and stakeholder perspectives. As such,

responsible leadership may be uniquely situated to address

the concerns of executive leaders, which include both

internal and external constituencies. Accordingly, at least

at strategic levels, the concept of responsible leadership

may help to elevate the discussion of leadership ethics or

morality.

Second, an advantage of the responsible leadership

concept is that it might help researchers and practitioners

alike avoid some of the confusion and ambiguity pertaining

to ethical/moral leadership. The latter concept has been

defined primarily in local terms as it pertains to leader

actions relevant to the norms and values of a particular

contexts or collectives of individuals (Brown and Trevino

2006; Brown et al. 2005). Following such thinking, it is

conceivable for things such as alcohol consumption (even

in the course of doing business), occasional swearing, or

certain sexual behavior/orientations to be considered as

unethical or immoral in one context, but not in another

context. Such inconsistencies, at best, lead to ambiguity

with regard to the universal meaning of ethical/moral

leadership.

While there are also ambiguities pertaining to the

meaning of responsible leadership, I would argue that

at least the uncertainty centers largely on a particular

dilemma—specifically, the interpretation of whether and

how the needs of multiple constituencies of the firm will be

taken into account. It is interesting to note that Jones et al.

(2007) converged on the notion of concern for self versus

others as an overarching principle of how ethics could

be applied to an understanding of stakeholder cultures.

Moreover, Gini (2004) largely equated ethical and respon-

sible leadership through the common denominator of

showing a strong concern for others. In a similar manner,

as already argued above, different emerging definitions of

responsible leadership agree that it is right or ethical to

have a focus on others in the pursuit of responsibility. The

difference pertains to whether that focus will be on owners/

shareholders as the only truly legitimate constituency of

leaders, as opposed to an acknowledgment that other

constituencies have a legitimate claim on the activities of

the firm.

Third, Brown and Trevino’s (2006) theory of ethical/

moral leadership is based largely on Bandura’s (1977,

1986) social learning theory. As such, in their measurement

procedures, Brown et al. (2005) include the extent to which

leaders serve as role models of ethics or moral values in

their personal lives. Ciulla (2004, p. 15) referred to such

processes as ‘‘the tension between the public and private

morality of a leader.’’ I would argue that an evaluation of

leaders’ personal lives is, at best, controversial, and at

worst, it may be highly problematic or uneven counter-

productive. Specifically, it allows the evaluator (i.e., typi-

cally a follower) to project his or her own values or cog-

nitive schema with regard to an interpretation of ethical/

moral behavior of the leader. In any event, given its other-

regarding focus, the responsible leadership concept may

not be as susceptible to such problems. That is, the issue of
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a leader’s personal life is largely not directly relevant to the

conceptualizations of responsible leadership presented

here, unless aspects of one’s personal life come into con-

flict with how the leader shows concerns for others in the

work setting or to outside stakeholders.

Responsible Leadership Versus Responsible Organizations

It is important to place responsible leadership squarely

within the realm of leadership theory, and thus not confuse

it with other organizational-level phenomena. Tradition-

ally, leadership conceptualizations depict influence pro-

cesses that center around individual actors. Thus, formal

leaders in an organization’s hierarchy have been targeted

as explanations for their influence on dyadic, group, or

organizational outcomes. A more recent and broader per-

spective would suggest the depiction of leadership as a

process of influence occurring within organizations in

which formal leaders are only a part. Such a conceptuali-

zation is indicative of emerging theory and research on

complexity leadership (Uhl-Bien et al. 2007), as well as

leadership capacity (Day et al. 2004). Regarding the latter,

Day et al. (2004) suggested that the overall leadership

capacity of an entity is a form of social capital that involves

the sharedness, distributedness, and connectivity of mem-

bers of the entity. Along related lines, Pearce and Conger

(2003) defined shared leadership in terms of a dynamic

process of mutual influence among peers or individuals at

differing hierarchical levels in an organization.

The point here is that for the purposes of understanding

responsible leadership, it is appropriate to examine formal

leaders in the hierarchy, as did Sully de Luque et al. (2008).

In addition, it may be fruitful to examine more distributed

or shared forms of leadership. However, with that said,

I caution that the term ‘‘leadership’’ is oftentimes used in a

catch-all sort of mode. In other words, it is often applied to

organizations as a whole, rather than individuals or pro-

cesses shared by individuals (e.g., distributed or shared

leadership). For example, organizations could be charac-

terized as exhibiting responsible leadership because aspects

of their cultures, strategic human resource management

practices, or CSR outcomes appear to be in line with a

particular characterization of responsibility. It could be that

leadership is the driver of such cultures or practices. But

for the sake of maintaining its uniqueness within the realm

of leadership theory and research, the concept of respon-

sible leadership should not be confused with organiza-

tional-level phenomena that are not directly attached to

individual leaders. In other words, responsible leadership

should not be considered as being synonymous with

responsible organizations. Stated yet another way, firms do

not make decisions pertaining to responsibility or CSR;

leaders do.

Research Considerations and Conclusion

In addition to the above caveats, there are certainly other

concerns for researchers who seek to pursue a better

understanding of responsible leadership. Measurement

issues are perhaps at the forefront of these concerns.

Leadership research has long been associated with survey-

based, measurement instruments. For example, the Multi-

factor Leadership Questionnaire has received much prom-

inence as a tool to assess transformational leadership (Bass

and Avolio 1997). As another example, as already noted,

Brown et al. (2005) developed a measure of ethical/moral

leadership.

A common aspect of leadership measures to date is their

focus on evaluations of a leader’s behaviors on the part of

his or her followers, typically immediate followers of a

respective leader. However, I would argue that while such

methods are useful, the measurement of responsible lead-

ership presents more complex challenges for researchers.

First, as suggested earlier, conceptualizations of responsi-

ble leadership are based largely in specific values that such

leaders may hold, in addition to their leadership behavior.

For example, the work of Sully de Luque et al. (2008)

would suggest that the measurement of responsible lead-

ership might include both an assessment of leader values

(specifically what they termed decision-making values), as

well as leader behavior. Moreover, in line with conceptu-

alizations of responsible leadership presented here, it could

make sense to measure different managerial mindsets, or

combinations of beliefs, values, and cognitive structures.

As noted by Levy et al. (2007), mindsets are likely to guide

one’s attention and interpretation of information, and thus,

may be very relevant to the realization and outcomes of

different forms of responsible leadership. For example,

mindsets on the part of managers could vary from being

more economic or strategic in nature, to being more con-

cerned with balancing the perceived, legitimate needs of a

broad set of stakeholders.

Second, Sully de Luque et al.’s (2008) research used the

classic approach of measuring values through self-report,

and leader behavior through the evaluations of followers.

However, if approaching responsible leadership through a

stakeholder perspective, it may be appropriate to also get

the input of multiple stakeholder groups. For example,

questions pertaining to the leader and his/her actions could

be posed to a range of stakeholders, including community

members, other organizations with which the firm does

business (e.g., suppliers and customers), environmental

groups, and so forth. In sum, as compared to other forms of

leadership, the measurement of responsible leadership

may be inherently somewhat complex due to: (1) how

the concept may encompass multiple phenomena, such

as values, decisions, and behaviors; and (2) multiple
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perspectives may be necessary to obtain a fully accurate

assessment.

In addition to the mechanics of measurement and data

collection procedures, consideration should be given to

how research strategies could move us closer to a norma-

tive theory of responsible leadership. Along these lines,

I would agree with the ‘‘pragmatic perspective’’ put forth

by Margolis and Walsh (2003, p. 283) in terms of a

research agenda. In the context of responsible leadership

and the caveats put forth here, an agenda of this nature

would initially be quite descriptive without deference to

any particular conceptualization of responsibility. Impor-

tant, pragmatic questions could be addressed. For example,

do alternative forms of responsible leadership lead to more

or less corporate social or financial performance at the firm

level? At the societal level, work such as Friedman (1970)

and Jensen (2001) would suggest a more economic or

strategic approach toward responsible leadership on the

part of management. But is such an approach truly bene-

ficial for society? The fallout mentioned earlier with regard

to public opinion of large corporations and its leaders may

be at least partially due to a predominant economic/stra-

tegic stance on their part. Research is needed to examine

this possibility. Overall, by pursuing descriptive research of

this nature, we may get closer to a research-based, nor-

mative theory of responsible leadership.

In conclusion, the concept of responsible leadership

presents some new and exciting possibilities for leadership,

ethics, and CSR researchers, among others. At the same

time, this concept also presents challenges for theorists and

researchers. In this article, I have attempted to outline some

of these challenges in the form of caveats. In addition, key

research issues pertaining to measurement have been

described. It is my hope that an identification of these

challenges and issues will be beneficial as we move ahead

in our understanding of this important topical area.
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