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Introduction
Some would never attribute the lack of ethical behavior in 

organizations to a lack of spiritual connectedness. However, one 
could argue that very point. Spirituality lies at the heart of what sets 
the moral compass of individuals and those individuals set the tone 
and establishes the culture of the organizations they lead [1]. As 
scandals increase, public distrust also increases. Scandals range from 
discrimination, sexual harassment, unfair labor practices, cheating, 
fraud and the establishment of programs that profit the leaders while at 
the same time hurting the customers they serve [1].

Well before the scandals of the 20th century with Enron, 
WorldCom, and Tyco, corporations had struggled with their leaders 
behaving ethically. As the 21st century dawned and other scandals came 
to the forefront, there continues to be a repeat of unethical practices. 
In fact, because of leadership greed, laws were enacted to help protect 
the public. Although additional laws were established decades earlier 
due to unethical practices, they seem to have very little influence in 
changing behaviors. One such law was the Sarbanes-Oxley Act of 2002 
[2]. 

This is also known as the “Public Company Accounting Reform and 
Investor Protection Act” and “Corporate and Auditing Accountability, 
Responsibility, and Transparency Act”. This is a United States federal 
law that set new or expanded requirements for all US public company 
boards, management and public accounting firms with several 
provisions that apply to privately held firms also. Sarbanes-Oxley 
was enacted as a reaction to several major corporate and accounting 
scandals, including Enron and WorldCom. 

Yet, after all the attention given to the biggest scandals of the 20th 
century, we continue to see a rise in bad behavior. One of the largest 
corporate scandals of 2018 came from the sovereign wealth fund, 
Malaysia Development Berhad, which was created to attract foreign 
investment. Instead, criminal and regulatory investigations revealed 
embezzlement on an industrial scale. The scandal was shocking, but 
even more so when the perpetrators were to be the former Prime 
Minister, Najib Razak and his inner circle. This scandal was of epic 
proportions with an estimated $4.2 billion in that fund embezzled. 
Also, there were three senior Goldman Sachs bankers, one of which 
was the Goldman’s Southeast Asia chairman and managing director. 
Not only were bankers involved, but an attorney trust account of two 
of the nation’s largest law firms, Sullivan and Cromwell, and Sherman 
and Sterling, were used to conceal the embezzlements [3].

Uber Technologies’ former CEO, Travis Kalanick, did not help 
build the confidence of the public when he directed Uber drivers to 
continue working during a taxi worker stoppage, thus taking advantage 
of the taxi protest. What further exasperated the public about the lack 
of moral leadership at Uber was when claims of widespread sexual 
harassment, began to emerge. The public became so incensed with 
Uber that at least a half-million users deleted their Uber accounts.
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United Airlines was not that far behind on the list of corporate 
scandals over the last couple of years. The most notorious involved the 
forcible removal of a passenger on an overbooked flight. Although the 
CEO came forward and made a statement denouncing the customer’s 
treatment, the public was outraged that anything like this could 
happen in the first place. Protestors and disgusted customers had a 
huge influence on the call for better leadership oversight. Their voices 
and actions were so loud that the federal government got involved and 
the CEO ended up being grilled by Washington lawmakers regarding 
policies and practices of United States.

Finally, the Wells Fargo scam of 2017, which began in 2011, 
demonstrated how easy it is for leaders’ goals in a corporation can 
create an atmosphere of greed, fraud, and dishonesty. Under pressure, 
employees had to meet steep sales goals and incentives. Thus, Wells 
Fargo employees created over a million fraudulent accounts in 
customers’ names. The schemes of Wells Fargo aren’t new. Wells Fargo 
has been caught in several scandals. Mostly due to hitting targets, 
employees routinely created workarounds to meet the demands placed 
on them by senior management. The culture established by senior 
management provided the breeding ground for unethical behavior 
to not only evolves but to thrive. Senior leadership’s sales goals were 
extreme and the incentives for compensation and employment also 
added to the stress for employees in that environment. 

These companies are only a few of the top scandals over the 
last decade that points to how leadership either actively engaged in 
unethical behavior or turned a blind eye to it when it was clear that it 
had become woven into their organizational culture.

Organizational Culture and Ethics
Organizational culture refers to the beliefs and values that have 

existed in the organization for a long time, and to the beliefs of the staff 
and the foreseen value of their work that will influence their attitudes 
and behavior [4,5].

Leaders must adjust their leadership behavior to accomplish the 
mission of the organization, but not to the extent of using unethical 
means in doing so. Leaders must model ethical behavior but the 
question becomes, “how?” and “what informs their moral core?”

Organizations are not unethical; leaders in scandal-ridden 
organizations are Enciso [5] posited that business organizations should 
strive to create ethical cultures to win consumer loyalty. They should do 
so to safeguard long-term success. 

To provide ethical leadership is one of the most important 
responsibilities of a leader. When leaders fail to carry out this task, it 
puts the organization, as well as careers, at-risk.

Ultimately, the leaders bear the responsibility of promoting ethical 
behavior. People imitate what they see the leaders do. Therefore, when 
leaders act badly, it is only a matter of time before others follow suit. 
When leaders learn to reward good ethical behavior and punish bad, 
this sends a strong message to others regarding the guiding principles 
of the company. Leaders must reinforce morally upright behavior and 
hold accountable those who do not follow the ethical code. In doing so, 
they create and cultivate positive company culture. 

Ethical Leadership
Effective leadership occurs when ethical leaders are in place. 

Ethical leaders understand how their behavior sets the stage for how 
employees and others will do business. If organizations want ethical 

employees, leaders must model ethical behavior. Leaders establish the 
organizational culture and thus, the need for ethical leadership and 
how it is manifested in organizations must be an intentional endeavor.

Kanungo and Mendonco [6] proposed a three-component ethical 
leadership model: the ethics of the leader’s motives, influence process 
strategies, and the nature of the self-transformation needed for ethical 
leadership. Kanungo [6] posits that before one can answer the question 
of how can we judge leadership in an organization to be ethical or 
unethical, one must define what is meant by ‘leadership’ and ‘ethical’. 
These researchers define leadership as having two dimensions, a set of 
role behaviors and an influence process. Ethical implies morality. What 
is considered morally right may conflict with what is legal. Thus, morals 
go beyond what is legal or procedurally right. To capture the essence 
of Kanungo’s definition, he turned to Thomas Aquinas and found that 
for leadership to be ethical, they must be correct in three factors: the 
objective act, the motive, and the context.

Leaders are responsible for the actions of those in the organization; 
however, they are also responsible for the moral climate. If the 
leader is not developed morally, that leader may restrict the moral 
development of his or her followers. Leaders develop morally from 
character formation which is the direct result of practicing virtuous 
habits. Followers can be developed morally if the right strategies and 
tactics are put in place by the leader and if those strategies and tactics 
are guided by a moral compass. Kanungo argues that ethical leadership 
is manifested in three dimensions: the leader’s motives; the leader’s 
influence strategies; and the leader’s character formation [6].

Bass and Steidlmeier [7] postulated that underlying ethical 
leadership are three pillars: (1) the moral character of the leaders; (2) 
the ethical legitimacy of the values embedded in the leader’s vision, 
articulation, and program which followers either embrace or reject; 
and (3) the morality of the processes of social ethical choice and action 
that leaders and followers engage in and collectively pursue.

There are many ethical theoretical models for organizations to 
use if they find their leaders are coming up short in the area of ethical 
decision making. However, research indicates that current ethical 
decision-making models may not be all that they are represented to be 
and may not yield comprehensive answers or lead to improved ethical 
decision making. It is posited that these models are not theoretically 
grounded. As such, one could argue that the missing component of 
these models rests with the spiritual foundation some attribute to the 
moral fiber of society.

Spiritual Connection
The moral compass many people have stemmed from a spiritual 

tradition, whether they practice that tradition or not. That tradition or 
its principles have been passed down from one generation to another.

It is argued that spiritualty can support the workplace and can 
create a caring organization that will benefit from employees who are 
strong in personality traits, committed, productive, and also willing to 
engage in spirituality in the workplace. 

Spirituality is not religion per se; therefore the idea of it should not 
tie to the notion of conversion or any other religious practice. 

Giacalone and Jurkiewicz [8] argue the need for a spiritual 
connection has become important to a wider audience, partly because 
of an ongoing upheaval in organizational structure, which often results 
in feelings of insecurity regarding one’s place in the system. The 
character and ethical underpinnings of corporations are questioned and 
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organizations are asking themselves, “are our leaders ethical?” because 
there continue to be issues with corporate finances, corporations 
ignoring generally accepted accounting procedures, a disregard to do 
the right thing concerning people, business, and the environment. 

The link between spirituality and work is not new. For centuries, 
people have tried to interpret their work through religious lenses. Since 
the 1990s workplace spirituality has gained momentum partly due to 
the enormous cost of disregarding human resource standards as they 
relate to business practices [9,10]. 

Spirituality operates on two levels simultaneously: Individual and 
Collective.

Individual spirituality evolves from the values, feelings, and 
practices of each person in the organization. This is the culture of the 
organization. Leaders who engage in spiritual behaviors commonly 
nurture their inner selves and they strive to get in touch with their deep 
desires and feelings, seek purpose, and establish deep connections with 
others and with a power greater than themselves.

A leader who pulls from a spiritual connection generally cultivates 
a collective spirituality also. That collective spirituality should positively 
influence the workplace. Thus, affecting change in the organizational 
culture and fostering shared meaning and connection throughout the 
organization. Spirituality should impact values and these values play an 
important role in our lives, helping one to recognize, understand and 
articulate one’s values set becomes critical in sound decision-making. 
When employees find meaningful alignment with their values and 
those of the employer, a powerful connection is made. This connection 
creates opportunities for the person and the organization to produce 
and manifest growth in a variety of ways.

Collins [11] argues that spirituality motivates individuals to behave 
in a consistently ethical manner, maintain humility, and treat others 
fairly. The repeated practice of spirituality affects and fuels positive 
character traits of integrity, humility, and justice.

According to Collins [11], spiritually motivated people seek to 
live by a set of universal principles. Leaders, who follow the principles 
of love, truthfulness, and respect for human rights and dignity, are 
more likely to be people who act as moral persons. Collins argues that 
these people do not fall to greed, ego, or destructive motivations that 
undermine their careers as was the case for former Enron CEO Jeffrey 
Skilling, former Tyco CEO Dennis Kozlowski, and former WorldCom 
CO Bernie Ebbers. They act honorably and honestly.

Integrity refers to how one lives up to their values and if they 
deal honestly with others. Integrity also informs ethical behavior and 
contributes to how others perceive the leader.

Jim Collins, the author of Good to Great, conducted initial research 
that identified certain traits of highly effective leaders; not only were 
the people of high morality, but they were also humble. Humility has 
been studied both as a separate entity and as seen within various forms 
of ethical leadership. Collins [11] describes ‘Level 5 leadership’ as one 
where the leader combines intense professional will with personal 
humility. Humble leaders place the needs of the followers above the 
organization, and this humbleness allows an organization to move 
forward

Caldwell also conducted a study of 12 ethical perspectives and 

found humility as an ethically-relevant leadership construct that 
helped leaders build followers trust and commitment Caldwell [12] 
also posited that great leaders were known for “ethical stewardship” 
because they believed in creating committed relationships that 
maximized stakeholder value over the optimization of wealth [13].	

Conclusion
Ethical standards are the principles and values of our society. In 

the western world, these principles can be based upon a particular 
religious tradition or believing in someone greater than oneself. It can 
also be based on valuing others and making sure the organization and 
its followers’ needs are met before one’s own. In large part, in western 
societies, ethical standards are based, in part, on Judeo-Christian 
principles. Generally, these ethical standards are what the majority of 
society views and accepts as good. It is also the way we behave without 
laws or regulations imposed to make sure we act appropriately.

Within society, sanctions are often imposed on those who fail to 
follow ethical standards, and laws dictate consequences for those found 
guilty of unethical behaviors.

Ethics reaches far beyond the law. Does one wonder if ethics can 
be taught or are they innate? This is a question that remains. However, 
there are limitations as to what can be taught as is seen through the 
years of ethics training and we continue to see bad results. Do honesty 
and character come as a result of one’s upbringing influenced by some 
sort of spiritual component? The answer remains unclear. Although 
most psychologists and researchers agree that ethics can be taught, why 
isn’t it sticking? Is it perhaps the lack of a spiritual foundation?

References

1.	 Agbim KC, Ayatse FA, Oriarewo GO (2013) Spirituality, ethical behavior and 
ethical business: The impact of relatedness. JBM&SSR 2: 76-86.

2.	 Arping S, Zacharias S (2012) The Effect of Corporate Governance Regulation 
on Transparency: Evidence from the Sarbanes-Oxley Act of 2002.

3.	 Weber DP (2018) The largest corporate scandals of 2018. The Hill. Syria. 

4.	 Tsai Y (2011) Relationship between organizational culture, leadership behavior 
and job satisfaction. BMC Health Services Research 11: 98.

5.	 Enciso S, Millkin C, Rourke JSO (2017) Corporate culture and ethics: from 
words to actions. Journal of Business Strategy 38: 69-79.

6.	 Kanungo RN, Mendonca M (1998) Ethical leadership in three dimensions. 
Journal of Human Values 4: 133-148.

7.	 Bass B, Steidlmeier P (1999) Ethics, character, and authentic transformational 
leadership behavior. Leadership Quarterly 10: 181-217.

8.	 Giacalone RA, Jurkiewicz CL (2003) Handbook of Workplace Spirituality and 
Organizational Performance. Spring Books, New York.

9.	 Aburdene P (2007) Megatrends 2010: The Rise of Conscious Capitalism. 
Hampton Roads Publishing.

10.	Marschke E, Preziosi R, Harrington W (2009) Professionals and Executives 
Support a relationship between organizational commitment and spirituality in 
the workplace. JBER 7: 33-48.

11.	Collins J (2005) Level 5 Leadership. The Triumph of Humility and Fierce 
Resolve. Harv Bus Rev 79: 66-76.

12.	Caldwell C, Hayes L, Karri R, Bernal P (2008) Ethical Stewardship: Implications 
for Leadership and Trust. J Bus Eth 78:153-164.

13.	Chmielewski C (2004) The importance of values and culture in ethical decision 
making. Retrieved 1/14/19 from NACADA Clearinghouse of Academic Advising.

https://thehill.com/opinion/finance/423238-the-largest-corporate-scandals-of-2018
https://doi.org/10.1186/1472-6963-11-98
https://doi.org/10.1186/1472-6963-11-98
https://doi.org/10.1108/JBS-01-2017-0001
https://doi.org/10.1108/JBS-01-2017-0001
https://doi.org/10.1177%2F097168589800400202
https://doi.org/10.1177%2F097168589800400202
https://doi.org/10.1016/S1048-9843(99)00016-8
https://doi.org/10.1016/S1048-9843(99)00016-8
https://doi.org/10.19030/jber.v7i8.2320
https://doi.org/10.19030/jber.v7i8.2320
https://doi.org/10.19030/jber.v7i8.2320
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10551-006-9320-1
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10551-006-9320-1

	Title
	Corresponding author
	Abstract
	Keywords
	Introduction 
	Organizational Culture and Ethics 
	Ethical Leadership 
	Spiritual Connection 
	Conclusion 
	References

