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Abstract 

This study explores more deeply the model of benevolent leadership developed by 

Karakas and Sarigollu (2012). The model integrates four paradigms—morality, 

spirituality, positivity, and community—to create a higher-order construct. This paper 

extends Karakas and Sarigollu’s (2012) model by testing it in the U.S. for-profit 

sector and including other-raters into the process. A convergent parallel mixed 

methods research design was implemented to first measure benevolent leadership 

using the Benevolent Leadership Scale (BLS) with 41 leaders and 131 direct reports. 

Quantitative results revealed that leaders and direct reports showed little difference in 

the scores on the BLS; however, significant differences existed between leaders 

scoring high on the BLS compared to leaders scoring low. Further results 

demonstrated a strong significant relationship between the overall BLS score and 

perceived organizational performance. This study also examined the relationship 

between individualism and competitiveness, two highly held values in U.S. culture, 

and benevolence. The qualitative phase of the study extended the research by 

interviewing both leaders and direct reports to hear firsthand how one practices 

benevolent leadership in the workplace and how it is experienced by direct reports. 

Twenty-six leaders and 38 of their direct reports participated in one-on-one, hour-

long interviews sharing stories and experiences of benevolent leadership as 

demonstrated by the leaders. The data revealed five aggregate themes and 25 sub-

themes depicting behaviors and practices of leaders scoring high on benevolent 

leadership. Significant findings emerged from the data revealing that leaders scoring 
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high on benevolent leadership create upward spiral dynamics of flourishing. The 

concepts of virtue-based practices and ego development are also demonstrated in the 

stories. The discussion ends with an example of the integrated practice of benevolent 

leadership demonstrated by a leader who scored high on the BLS. Limitations of the 

study and implications for future research and practice conclude the paper. 
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Chapter 1: Introduction 
 

Unethical leadership is a significant concern because it can cause significant damage 

to individuals, organizations, and societies. In one example, an article titled “The 15 

Worst CEOs in American History” (2010) identified chief executive officers (CEOs) 

who were at the helm when their companies were at or near their peak performance 

and who wholly ruined the companies or caused such severe damage from which the 

companies could not recover. Leaders such as Ken Lay from Enron, Chuck Conway 

from Kmart, Bernard Ebbers from Worldcom, Angelo Mozilo from Countrywide, 

Juergen Schrempp from DaimlerChrysler, and John Rigas from Adelphia 

Communications engaged in unethical or fraudulent financial practices motivated by 

greed and self-interest, and, in the process, eroded trust and destroyed companies, 

lives, and trillions of dollars of wealth. 

 

In recent years, scholars have studied ethical leadership and similar approaches, such 

as transformational leadership (Bass & Avolio, 1994; Bass & Steidlmeier, 1999), 

authentic leadership (Gardner, Avolio, Luthans, May, & Walumbwa, 2005; George, 

2003), servant leadership (Greenleaf, 1970; Spears, 2002; van Dierendonck, 2011), 

and spiritual leadership (Fry, 2003), as alternatives to unethical forms of leadership. 

The basis for these models focuses on the idea that organizations are social 

institutions that exist to serve society (Swanson, 2014, 2018). They have emphasized 

leaders being transparent, morally and ethically grounded, self-aware, empowering, 
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and responsive to the needs of stakeholders, including employees, customers, 

suppliers, shareholders, and the communities in which they operate (Northouse, 

2016). 

 

A related model is benevolent leadership (Karakas, 2009; Karakas & Sarigollu, 

2012), which begins with the assumption that the purpose of leadership is to 

contribute to the common good through ethical sensitivity, spiritual depth, positive 

engagement, and community contribution. Karakas and Sarigollu (2012) defined 

benevolent leadership in the following way: 

[It is] the process of creating a virtuous cycle of encouraging, 
initiating, and implementing positive change through a) ethical 
decision making and moral actions, b) developing spiritual awareness 
and creating a sense of meaning, c) inspiring hope and fostering 
courage for positive action, and d) leaving a legacy and positive 
impact on the larger community. (p. 537) 

 

In 2012, Karakas and Sarigollu developed the benevolent leadership model, created 

and validated the Benevolent Leadership Scale (BLS) to measure it, and correlated it 

with perceived organizational performance, affective commitment, and organizational 

citizenship behaviors (OCB). They called for additional research to develop other-

report versions of the BLS, to study benevolent leadership in a variety of industries 

and countries, to explore its relationship with variables such as individualism and 

competitiveness, and to examine qualitatively the practices in which benevolent 

leaders engage. 
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In this dissertation, I respond to this call and add to the benevolent leadership 

literature in four significant ways. First, I develop an other-rater version of the BLS 

and administer it to direct reports of 41 leaders to explore differences in self-report 

and other-report scores. Second, I study benevolent leadership in an industry and 

country where it has not been studied before: the financial services industry in the 

United States. Third, using other-rater BLS scores, I quantitatively analyze the 

relationship between benevolent leadership and the variables of individualism, 

competitiveness, and perceived organizational performance. Fourth, using qualitative 

interview data, I explore the behaviors and practices of benevolent leaders to 

understand what they do on a day-to-day basis that their peers perceive to be 

benevolent.  

 

In the remainder of this chapter, I build the logic and set the stage for my dissertation 

research. First, I explore the negative consequences of leadership guided by a narrow 

focus on profit maximization. I then discuss the need for leadership models that focus 

on advancing the common good, and I describe benevolent leadership as one such 

model. Next, I connect benevolent leadership to my dissertation purpose and research 

questions. Finally, I provide a brief overview of the remaining chapters of the 

dissertation.  

Why a Narrow Focus on Profit Maximization is Misguided  
The predominant understanding of businesses’ purpose still resides in Adam Smith’s 

(1776/2003) misconstrued philosophical concept of a free market economy. This 
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economy involves self-interested individuals operating in a mutually interdependent 

system to promote good for all of society, otherwise commonly understood as the 

“invisible hand.” Friedman’s (2009) conviction in the maximization of profits is also 

a key foundational principle. These ideas are further reinforced by Friedman’s (2007) 

argument on social responsibility—that the corporate executive “has direct 

responsibility to his employers. That responsibility is to conduct the business per their 

desires, which generally will be to make as much money as possible…” (p. 1). 

Friedman (2007) ended this article by stating the following:  

That is why, in my book Capitalism and Freedom, I have called it a 
“fundamentally subversive doctrine” in a free society, and have said 
that in such a society, “there is one and only one social responsibility 
of business—to use its resources and engage in activities designed to 
increase its profits….” (p. 5) 

 

This shareholder perspective began to significantly shape the way in which 

businesses approached their purpose, their product, and their profits (Kemper & 

Martin, 2010). The perspective of the CEO of General Motors from 1974–1980, 

Thomas Murphy, who was once quoted as saying, “General Motors is not in the 

business of making cars. It is in the business of making money,” became the 

perspective of businesses from the late 1970s forward (Kemper & Martin, 2010). 

 

The premise of the maximization of profits, and even the idea of Smith’s (1776) 

“invisible hand,” may have had great social impact had it not been for the lack of 

adherence to the last part of Friedman’s (2009) statement: 
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That is why, in my book, Capitalism and Freedom, I have called it a 
“fundamentally subversive doctrine” in a free society, and have said 
that in such a society, “there is one and only one social responsibility 
of business–to use its resources and engage in activities designed to 
increase its profits so long as it stays within the rules of the game, 
which is to say, engages in open and free competition without 
deception or fraud.” (p. 5, emphasis added) 

 

In a similar vein, Alan B. Krueger, in his introduction to the 2003 edition of Wealth of 

Nations, remarked the following about Adam Smith: “He persistently worried that 

merchants and manufacturers, pursuing their self-interest, would orchestrate 

government regulation and patronage to their advantage, knocking the benevolent 

hand off course” (Smith, 1776/2003, p. xviii). This “benevolent hand” that Krueger 

(1776/2003) referenced pertains to the “unintended consequences” that benefit 

“interests of society” that can sometimes result in the pursuit of self-interest 

(Rothschild, 2001, p. 121). It is what results when one exercises their individual 

freedom moderated with a sense of responsibility and solid moral reasoning. When 

this happens, unintended good for society can be the result. However, the lack of 

adherence to staying “within the rules of the game” invited regulation and patronage 

for one’s own advantage and is what research suggests landed the global economy 

into financial crisis, along with other unethical practices of the twenty-first century 

(de Clercy & Ferguson, 2016; Gianarakis & Theotokas, 2011; Helleiner, 2011; Jin, 

Drozdenko, & DeLoughly, 2013; Posner, 2009; Schoen, 2016). 
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Greed, Unethical Leadership, and the Erosion of Trust 
The dawn of the twenty-first century brought with it the dot-com crisis. Valliere and 

Peterson (2004) identified a “psychic prison”—a form of groupthink—that caused 

venture capitalists to deviate from their regular investment practices when it came to 

the uncertainty of the Internet companies they were investing in. While this may or 

may not have been an ethical breach, the uncertainty of the Internet market caused 

them to narrow in their thinking and apply practices that caused significant inflation 

in the Internet market, resulting in the Internet bubble and the dot-com crash.   

 

On the heels of this came the uncovering of the unethical practices of Ken Lay and 

Jeff Skilling of Enron (McLean & Elkind, 2003; Rifkin, 2017; Waddock, 2004), 

David Duncan of Arthur Anderson—in tight relationship with Rick Causey of 

Enron—(McLean & Elkind, 2003; Waddock 2004), and Bernard Ebbers of 

WorldCom (Waddock, 2004), leading to their demise. Concurrently, the country 

began hearing about the many priests of the Catholic Church engaging in unethical 

behavior and being accused of allegations sexual misconduct with children and teens 

(Alexander & Birzer, 2016; Terry et al., 2011; Thigpen, 2002).  

 

The fall of 2008 exposed the greediness, hubris, and narcissism of Wall Street 

(Miller, 2009; Mintz, 2015) by revealing the unethical practices of companies like 

Lehmann Brothers, led by Dick Fuld (Stein, 2013), and Goldman Sachs, as well as 

the Ponzi schemes of people like Bernie Madoff, all leading to the great recession 
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(Dimmock & Gerken, 2011; Schoen, 2016). Significant companies sought 

government bailouts to ensure their survival, yet the CEOs and top management 

continued to collect their inflated salaries and skyrocketing bonuses (Schoen, 2016).  

 

Moreover, businesses like Volkswagen (Jennings, 2015), the Sanlu Group (Song, 

2009), Gucci (Wang & Snell, 2013), Stafford Hospital, or other corporate collusions, 

such as those engaging in financial tunneling (Zhang, Gao, Gua, & Jiang, 2014), all 

fall prey to unethical decision-making by putting short-term profits and personal gain 

over the long-term sustainability. We see this exemplified by numerous examples 

where stakeholders lost trillions of dollars by the actions of Enron, Goldman Sachs, 

and others, by processes in organizations that caused many firms to fail, and by 

people who lost homes or purchased faulty products. In September 2016, we learned 

that Wells Fargo, a well-respected banking institution, engaged in illegal practices 

that led them to pay out $185 million in fees (Corkery, 2016). The Financial Crisis 

Inquiry Commission (2011) summed up this activity in the following manner:  

We conclude there was a systemic breakdown in accountability and 
ethics. The integrity of our financial markets and the public’s trust in 
those markets are essential to the economic well-being of our nation. 
The soundness and the sustained prosperity of the financial system and 
our economy rely on the notions of fair dealing, responsibility, and 
transparency. In our economy, we expect businesses and individuals to 
pursue profits, at the same time that they produce products and 
services of quality and conduct themselves well.  
 
Unfortunately—as has been the case in past speculative booms and 
busts—we witnessed an erosion of standards of responsibility and 
ethics that exacerbated the financial crisis. This crisis was not 
universal, but these breaches stretched from the ground level to the 
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corporate suites. They resulted not only in significant financial 
consequences but also in damage to the trust of investors, businesses, 
and the public in the financial system. (p. xxii) 

 

Trust and confidence in leadership in the first two decades of the twenty-first century 

has not fared well (Eisenegger, 2009; Klewes & Wreschniok, 2009; Parameshwar, 

2005). Mackey and Sisodia (2014) identified four reasons capitalism has been under 

attack: (a) the intellectual hijacking by economists and analysts whose focus is 

narrow and self-serving and is devoid of ethical justification; (b) businesses leading 

from a low level of consciousness and focusing on trade-offs that have harmful 

consequences for people, society, and the planet; (c) the intense focus on 

maximization of profits in the business and academic worlds has prohibited a deeper 

level of engagement for people; and (d) governmental involvement through 

regulations and favoritism has led to crony capitalism. Each of these complaints has a 

heavy focus on the egocentric and ethnocentric views of humanity (Scharmer & 

Kaufer, 2013; Wilber, 2000). What notably is missing is an intentional focus on the 

common good. 

Leadership and the Common Good 

In the encyclical letter, Caritas In Veritate, Benedict XVI (2009) reacted to these 

seemingly corrupt behaviors in business. Benedict XVI (2009) claimed, “Today’s 

international economic scene, marked by grave deviations and failures, requires a 

profoundly new way of understanding business enterprise” (p. 40). He wrote that 

there is “an opportunity for discernment, in which to shape a new vision for the 
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future” (p. 21). He put forth a call to businesses to engage in “further and deeper 

reflection on the meaning of the economy and its goals, as well as a profound and far-

sighted revision of the current model of development, to correct its dysfunctions and 

deviations” (p. 32). Benedict XVI (2009) stated, “Economic activity cannot solve all 

social problems through the simple application of commercial logic. This needs to be 

directed towards the pursuit of the common good” (p. 36).  

 

My central research motivation is to explore how leadership plays a crucial role in 

shifting these business operating principles. Benedict XVI (2009) furthered this by 

advocating for a new way of understanding business (p. 40), engaging in discernment 

(p. 21) and more profound reflection on the meaning of the economy and its goals (p. 

32), moving toward the “pursuit of the common good” (p. 36). Crosby and Bryson 

(2005) also advocated for a kind of leadership that serves the common good: 

Leadership erupts at the intersection of personal passion and public 
need. The call to leadership arises from the conjunction of intense 
personal concern and the urgent demands or needs of the world. These 
leaders respond to both an inner and an outer call. (p. 37) 

 

This type of leadership requires the leader to function at a deep level of self-

awareness. It is an awareness that encompasses a healthy love for self, operates from 

a strong moral core, and believes in the strengths and assets of others, along with love 

for the common good and a sense of being interconnected in this world. Benevolent 

leadership provides one such model (Kendall, Pavez, Bao, & Laszlo, 2015). 
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Benevolent Leadership 
Benevolent leadership is a model of leadership that intentionally focuses on the 

common good. Karakas and Sarigollu (2012) developed a conceptual model of 

benevolent leadership and created and validated the BLS to measure it. Benevolent 

leadership is a conceptual model of leadership grounded in the literature on morality, 

spirituality, vitality, and community. It draws explicitly from research on ethics, 

ethical leadership, spiritual leadership, spirituality in the workplace, positive 

organizational scholarship (POS), and corporate social responsibility (CSR). It is 

concerned primarily with the qualities of leadership that contribute to the common 

good in organizations and society and comprises four key dimensions: (a) ethical 

sensitivity, (b) spiritual depth, (c) positive engagement, and (d) community 

responsiveness (Karakas & Sarigollu, 2012). Ethical sensitivity refers to the leader’s 

process of moral reflection and consideration of what is right and what is wrong 

conduct at work. Spiritual depth refers to the leader’s search for a sense of 

meaning and purpose at work. Positive engagement refers to creating positive 

change in the organization through inspiring hope and courage. Community 

responsiveness refers to the leader’s role in solving social problems and enabling 

social innovation to contribute to society.  

Research Purpose and Questions 
The purpose of my dissertation research is to explore further and develop the 

benevolent leadership model. Karakas and Sarigollu (2013) identified three 

opportunities for future research on benevolent leadership that provide the framework 
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for this study. First, they encouraged research that moves beyond the self-report 

measures they used in their study to provide more objective or other-report measures. 

They suggested that fruitful research could focus on the behaviors, practices, and 

performance of leaders who are evaluated as high or low in benevolent leadership by 

colleagues they work with on a regular basis rather than by themselves. To address 

this opportunity, I adapted the BLS to make it appropriate for direct reports to 

evaluate their leaders. I then administered the BLS to 41 leaders and an average of 

three direct reports per leader (131 total) to compare the differences between the 

leaders’ scores and those of their direct reports. I then placed the leaders into three 

categories based on the BLS scores given to them by their direct reports—high, 

medium, or low—and analyzed the relationship between the leaders’ other-rated BLS 

scores and perceived organizational performance (POP), using a composite POP 

score of both the leaders and their direct reports. This approach addresses my first 

three research questions: 

 

Research Question 1: Are there differences between the way leaders 

perceive their own level of benevolent leadership and the way their 

direct reports perceive it?  

 

Research Question 2: What differences are there, if any, between 

leaders who are perceived (or rated) by direct reports as having high, 

medium, or low benevolent tendencies? 
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Research Question 3: Is there a relationship between benevolent 

leadership (determined by other-rater scores) and perceived 

organizational performance (POP) (determined by a composite score 

from the leader and direct report)?  

 

Second, Karakas and Sarigollu (2013) recommended researching benevolent 

leadership in a variety of cultural, organizational, and industry settings. Specifically, 

studying the model in the U.S. for-profit sector where individualism and 

competitiveness are known to be of high value (Hofstede, 2001) would extend the 

literature. To address this opportunity, I conducted my research with leaders and 

direct reports in the financial services industry in the U.S. and included measures of 

individualism and competitiveness in my survey. This focus addresses my fourth 

research question:    

 

Research Question 4: Is there a relationship between benevolent 

leadership and the widely held U.S. values of individualism and 

competitiveness? 

 

Finally, Karakas and Sarigollu (2012) called for empirical research to measure and 

observe the behaviors of managers who have benevolent tendencies. How do 

benevolent leaders demonstrate benevolent leadership? What are their actual day-to-
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day practices? To address this opportunity, I conducted qualitative interviews with 26 

of the leaders and 38 direct reports in my study to understand how they experience 

benevolent leadership in the workplace. This focus addresses my fifth research 

question:  

 

Research Question 5: What are the behaviors and practices of 

benevolent leaders and how do they compare with leaders who are less 

benevolent? 

 

This study contributes to the literature in five significant ways. First, adapting the 

BLS to include an evaluation of the direct reports provides an opportunity to open the 

feedback loop to the leaders. This information is vital to highlight desirable behaviors 

and shed light on blind spots of leaders, both of which are critical for leadership 

development purposes. Second, this study begins to explore how a model of 

leadership focused toward the common good might generalize into a culture that 

highly values individualism and competitiveness, two values that seem to compete 

with benevolence. 

 

Third, this study expands the behavior repertoire beyond the BLS to include reports 

of specific actions displayed by benevolent leaders and information on the impact of 

benevolent leadership practices on direct reports. These first-person accounts attest to 

the power that these practices have on direct reports and the commitment they have to 
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the leader, the organization, and the greater good. Understanding the impact of leader 

behavior is critical information for the areas of talent engagement and retention. 

Fourth, this study helps to deepen the understanding of the motivation of leaders who 

display benevolent leadership tendencies. The stories from these leaders begin to 

reveal some of the more deeply held motives, beliefs, and values from which action is 

motivated. These stories provide rich information for the more in-depth personal 

development that is critical in leadership development. Finally, this study provides 

rich examples of how the four anchors of benevolent leadership—ethical sensitivity, 

spiritual depth, positive engagement, and community contribution—work together in 

the integrated manner, as theorized by Karakas and Sarigollu (2012). 

Overview of the Dissertation 
Chapter Two provides a review of the literature on benevolent leadership and the 

common good. It compares benevolent leadership with authentic, ethical, servant, 

spiritual, and transformational leadership theories and compares them on the 

dimensions of ethics, spirituality, positive engagement, community responsiveness, 

call, self-awareness, stewardship, and hope. An exploration of the existing research 

and literature around benevolent leadership closes this chapter. 

 

Chapter Three presents the quantitative phase of the study. Contained in the chapter 

are the research questions, methodology, and findings of this phase. A mixed methods 

research design lays out the structure for the study. The results of an online survey for 

the leader and a separate one for the direct reports provide the data for the 
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quantitative analysis. A comparative analysis will facilitate the understanding of how 

leaders’ and direct reports’ perceptions of benevolent leadership relate to each other 

as well as the relationship to POP. This analysis will help to identify some of the 

nuanced differences between those scoring higher on the BLS compared to those 

scoring lower. A deeper understanding of how benevolent leadership relates to the 

widely held U.S. values of individualism and competitiveness will help to extend the 

literature for benevolent leadership. 

 

Chapter Four lays out the methodology for the qualitative phase of the study. It 

provides an in-depth look at the coding process for the interview data and provides an 

analysis of the qualitative data. This chapter takes an in-depth look at the 

demonstrated behaviors and experiences of leaders and direct reports as they relate to 

the four anchors of the benevolent leadership paradigm. Several themes emerged 

from the 64 interviews conducted. Several discoveries surfaced that provide 

exemplars of benevolent leadership. The enormity of data in this study prevents 

thorough discussion. The data retrieved from the interviews in this area will provide 

rich data for a follow-up study. 

 

Chapter Five will present discussion of the results of the quantitative and qualitative 

findings as they relate to each other. This chapter highlights and integrates the 

findings of the quantitative and qualitative phases of this study. It also outlines some 

of the more specific behaviors of those leaders who score higher on the BLS. These 
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behaviors include the concept of higher-order thinking, development, and 

virtuousness; the concept of flourishing; and the integrative practice of the high-

scoring leaders. A model of how benevolent leadership practices create upward 

spirals that impact the common good emerges from the data. The chapter closes with 

a story of a leader who demonstrates the integrated nature of the benevolent 

leadership model. 

 

Chapter Six closes the study by examining the limitations of the study and discusses 

future research directions. Implications for the integration of benevolent leadership 

practices into training and development programs for leaders are explored. 
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Chapter 2: Review of Literature 
 

In this chapter, I review the literature on benevolent leadership to create a logic and 

lay the groundwork for my dissertation study. I provide a brief overview of the total 

body of research on benevolent leadership and then focus extensively on the work of 

Karakas and Sarigollu (2012) to explain the framework that serves as the basis for my 

research. I explore the four dimensions of Karakas and Sarigollu’s (2012) benevolent 

leadership model—ethical sensitivity, spiritual depth, positive engagement, and 

community contribution—and show how they relate to ethical leadership, spiritual 

leadership, transformational leadership, authentic leadership, and servant leadership. 

Next, I describe the purpose and structure of the BLS, a self-report survey instrument 

developed by Karakas and Sarigollu (2012) to measure benevolent leadership. 

Finally, I show how my dissertation adds to the literature on benevolent leadership in 

the following ways: 

• It compares self-report BLS data with other-report BLS data. 

• It examines benevolent leadership in the financial services industry in the 

United States, where it has not been studied before.  

• It considers the relationship between benevolent leadership and the variables 

of individualism and competitiveness. 

• It explores the behaviors and practices of benevolent leaders to understand 

what they do on a day-to-day basis that their peers perceive to be benevolent.  
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Current Research on Benevolent Leadership 
There are two streams of benevolent leadership research in the academic literature. 

One is found in Chinese management literature and focuses primarily on the idea of 

paternalistic leadership from a Confucian perspective. The other is found in Western 

management literature and focuses primarily on the idea of leadership for the 

common good from the perspective of positive organizational scholarship (POS). 

Below, I review work on benevolent leadership from both Chinese management 

literature and Western management literature, focusing primarily on the model 

developed by Karakas and Sarigollu (2012).  

Benevolent leadership in Chinese management literature 
Paternalistic leadership is the prevalent leadership style in Chinese business 

organizations and is defined as “a style that combines strong discipline and authority 

with fatherly benevolence and moral integrity couched in a personalistic atmosphere” 

(Cheng, Chou, Wu, Huang, & Farh, 2004, p. 91). Paternalistic leadership is deeply 

rooted in Confucianism. In this tradition, there are five cardinal relationships, and the 

one that underlies the benevolent leadership “emphasizes mutuality and reciprocity in 

social relations” (Zhang, Huai, & Xie, 2015, p. 26). This mutual obligation happens 

between individuals of differing power levels (rulers and ministers, father and son) 

(Lin, Ma, Zhang, Li, & Jiang, 2016). It is believed that through this act of 

benevolence on the leader’s part the resulting behavior will be reciprocity from the 

follower in the form of fulfillment of their obligations toward the leader (Lin et al. 

2016).  



19 
 

 

 

In the business context, the benevolent leader shows individual care for the follower 

in both the work and non-work domain. In the work domain, the benevolent leader 

shows care through mentoring, offering corrective measures when mistakes are made, 

helping in career development and advancement, and assisting in avoiding public 

embarrassment. In non-work settings, benevolent leaders help their followers in times 

of personal crisis, treat them as family members, and show them undeniable 

compassion (Zhang et al., 2015). The research surrounding the impact of this type of 

benevolent leadership, centered in China and Turkey, has shown to have a positive 

impact on psychological well-being (Erkutlu & Chafra, 2016), increased follower 

congruence (Wang & Peng, 2016), a positive impact on creativity when creative role 

identity and job autonomy are high (Wang & Cheng, 2010), encouraged employee 

voice (Zhang et al., 2015), a positive impact on follower task performance and OCB 

toward the organization (Chan & Mak, 2012), and a positive impact on creativity for 

employees high in power-distance orientation (Lin et al., 2016). 

The Karakas-Sarigollu model of benevolent leadership 
The idea of benevolent leadership was first introduced into Western management 

literature by Karakas (2009) in his dissertation and by Karakas and Sarigollu (2012) 

in their article, based on the dissertation, published in the Journal of Business Ethics. 

Karakas and Sarigollu (2012) developed their model of benevolent leadership in 

response to two important trends in business and society. First, there was a growing 

disenchantment and crisis of confidence in leadership (Parameshwar, 2005) brought 
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on by corporate layoffs (Leigh, 1997), economic recession (Farago & Gallandar, 

2002), and ethical scandals such as Enron, Arthur Andersen, and WorldCom 

(Waddock, 2004). Second, there was an increasing uncertainty and volatility in the 

workplace as a result of technology advances, demographic shifts, mergers and 

acquisitions, hyper-competition, and globalization (Bolman & Deal, 2011; Kotter, 

2008). These changes led to erosion of the old psychological contract, which offered 

job security in return for loyalty (Fairholm, 1996) and created an environment of 

skepticism, fear, and cynicism rather than trust and engagement in the workplace 

(O’Bannon, 2001).  

 

Karakas and Sarigollu (2012) theorized that old leadership models based on 

competition, hierarchy, and narrow self-interest were no longer adequate to address 

the challenges of disenchantment and volatility, and that new models based on 

assumptions of morality, spirituality, positive change, and social responsibility were 

needed. They argued that existing leadership research focused on each of these areas 

in isolation—e.g., ethical leadership (Kanungo & Mendonca, 1996), spiritual 

leadership (Fry, 2003), transformational leadership (Bass &  Avolio, 1993), and 

servant leadership (Greenleaf, 1977)—but did not integrate them in any meaningful 

way. To address this situation, they developed a conceptual model of benevolent 

leadership drawing on four streams of literature focused on creating common good in 

organizations: 
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1. Morality stream, including work on values, ethical decision-making, and 

ethical leadership (Brown & Treviño, 2006; Kanungo & Mendonca, 1996). 

2. Spirituality stream, including work on spirituality at work (Ashmos & 

Duchon, 2000; Giacalone & Jurkiewicz, 2003), spiritual leadership (Fry 

2003), meaning (Mitroff & Denton, 1999), self-awareness (Dent, Higgins, & 

Wharff, 2005; Kriger & Seng, 2005), transcendence (Parameshwar, 2005), 

and wisdom (Kessler & Bailey, 2007). 

3. Vitality stream, including work on positive psychology (Seligman & 

Csikszentmihalyi, 2000), positive organizational behavior (POB) (Luthans, 

2002), POS (Cameron, Dutton, & Quinn, 2003), and appreciative inquiry 

(Whitney & Cooperrider, 1998). 

4. Community stream, including work on CSR (Carroll, 1999, 2001; Garriga & 

Mele´, 2004), corporate citizenship (Matten & Crane, 2005), and OCB (Van 

Dyne, Graham, & Dienesch, 1994). 

 

These streams can be represented as four overlapping circles sharing common 

conceptual space with distinct intellectual properties (see Figure 1). Karakas and 

Sarigollu (2012) suggested that the interplay between these four streams offers a 

comprehensive understanding of benevolent leadership and provides stronger and 

broader explanatory power than each of the four streams alone.  

 

 



22 
 

 

 

Source: Adapted from Karakas & Sarigollu, 2012 

Figure 1. The Four Streams of Literature Informing Benevolent Leadership 
 

Building on these four streams, Karakas and Sarigollu (2012) argued that benevolent 

leadership is distinct from other leadership models because it focuses explicitly on 

creating “common good.” Karakas (2009) defined common good as “the overall 

conditions, outcomes, or advantages in social life that are beneficial for the whole 

community” (p. 10). Benevolent leaders, therefore, are leaders who demonstrate 

attitudes of love and charity, engage in good, kind, and charitable acts, and create 

shared benefits or positive outcomes for all or most members of an organization or 

community (Bryson & Crosby, 1992; Daly & Cobb, 1989).  

 

Karakas and Sarigollu (2012) defined benevolent leadership in the following way: 

Morality

Spirituality

Vitality

Community
BENEVOLENT 
LEADERSHIP 
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The process of creating a virtuous cycle of encouraging, initiating, and 
implementing positive change through: a) ethical decision making and 
moral actions, b) developing spiritual awareness and creating a sense 
of meaning, c) inspiring hope and fostering courage for positive action, 
and d) leaving a legacy and positive impact for the larger community. 
(p. 537) 

 

They argued that benevolent leadership creates virtuous cycles of positive change, 

which in turn have a “broaden-and-build” effect in organizations (Fredrickson, 2001). 

Benevolent leadership creates “upward spirals” of positive emotions, in which people 

in organizations broaden their psychological, social, and intellectual capacity and 

build resources for resilience and enhanced emotional well-being (Fredrickson, 2001; 

Fredrickson & Joiner, 2002).  

Leadership Theory Comparison 
This section compares benevolent leadership with some of the other leadership styles 

that seem to value some of the same tenants as benevolent leadership. Specifically, 

the comparison includes authentic leadership, ethical leadership, servant leadership, 

spiritual leadership, and transformational leadership. Each style will be described 

with its definition and major tenants and compared to benevolent leadership. Some of 

the theories have been around for quite some time and are well established. Others 

have been around for a considerable amount of time but have little research to support 

them. Still, others are still in development. Table 2 shows a full comparison between 

all six styles. 
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Authentic leadership 
Authentic leadership is one of the newest theories to the leadership landscape, with 

roots in (POB, ethical leadership (Luthans & Avolio, 2003), and transformational 

leadership (Bass & Bass, 2009; Bass & Steidlmeier, 1999). One of its theoretical 

challenges is a common definition. George (2003) proposed five core characteristics 

of authentic leaders:  

(1) They understand their purpose, (2) they have strong values about 
the right thing to do, (3) they establish trusting relationships with 
others, (4) they demonstrate self-discipline and act on their values, and 
(5) they are passionate about their mission (i.e., act from the their 
heart). (as cited in Northouse, 2016, p. 197) 

 

George (2003) emphasized the importance of leading from passion, purpose, and 

values, referred to as a leader’s “true north.” Shamir and Eilam (2005) assumed an 

intrapersonal perspective and focused on the importance of the leader’s self-concept, 

including (a) self-concept clarity (i.e., a clear sense of beliefs and values); (b) a focus 

on self-concordant goals, those motivated through alignment with one’s passions; and 

(c) self-expressive behavior. 

 

Perhaps the most well-established model of authentic leadership is that proposed by 

Gardner et al. (2005). This perspective focuses on the developmental journey of the 

leader and maintains that authenticity is something that is nurtured and thus 

developed, often through a variety of experiences known as “trigger events” (Luthans 

& Avolio, 2003). Therefore, authenticity develops over the lifetime of the leader 

(Avolio & Gardner, 2005; Luthans & Avolio, 2003; Walumbwa, Avolio, Gardner, 
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Wernsing, & Peterson, 2008). Figure 2 shows the framework for authentic leader-

follower development put forth by Gardner et al. (2005). 

 

 

Source: Adapted from Gardner et al., 2005, p. 346 

Figure 2. Authentic Leader-Follower Development 
 

This model shows that authentic leadership begets authentic followership. 

Antecedents such as personal history and trigger events impact both the leader and 

the follower, as does organizational climate, inclusivity, ethical behaviors, a caring 

environment, and a focus on strengths. This model leads to outcomes of trust, 

engagement, and workplace well-being. 
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Comparing authentic leadership to benevolent leadership 
Comparing authentic leadership to benevolent leadership, one can see some 

connections. Authentic leadership and benevolent leadership both have strong 

connections in the ethical and positive paradigms. It would make sense that authentic 

leadership would be assumed as a part of the larger positivity paradigm in the 

benevolent leadership model. Authentic leadership is strongly rooted in the POS 

aspect with a more underlying ethical foundation and has a very strong developmental 

tone to it. Authentic leadership also focuses quite heavily on the leader’s self-

awareness and self-regulation. Self-awareness is a part of the spiritual paradigm of 

the benevolent leadership theory but is just a portion of a much broader paradigm. If 

the expanded model of spiritual leadership proposed by Sweeny and Fry (2012) were 

figured into the spiritual paradigm of benevolent leadership, the self-regulation 

component seen in the authentic leadership would also surface in benevolent 

leadership. What seems to be different between the two leadership styles is the focus 

on the community paradigm that is one of the core anchors of the benevolent 

leadership theory. While it may be implied or somehow assumed in the authentic 

leadership theory, it is not explicitly evident. 

Ethical leadership 
Brown, Treviño, and Harrison (2005) defined ethical leadership as “the demonstration 

of normatively appropriate conduct through personal actions and interpersonal 

relationships, and the promotion of such conduct to followers through two-way 

communication, reinforcement, and decision-making” (p. 120). The theory is based 
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on the social learning theory, whose premise is that we learn by observing others and 

enacting attitudes, values, and behaviors of credible and attractive role models.  

 

Ethical leaders seem to be attractive to others because they not only demonstrate 

“right” behavior, but, more importantly, they do it in a spirit of caring for others and 

displaying an attitude and value of “treating others fairly” (Brown & Treviño, 2006,  

p. 597). Figure 3 shows the model of propositions put forth by Brown and Treviño 

(2006) about what characteristics would either positively or negatively impact ethical 

leadership. 

 

 

Source: Adapted from Brown & Treviño, 2006, p. 596 

Figure 3. Brown and Treviño’s (2006) Ethical Leadership Model 
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As seen in Figure 3, two major components play a defining role in ethical leadership: 

situational influences and individual characteristics. These two components can have 

positive attributes to them, such as role modeling and moral reasoning, or negative 

attributes to them, such as Machiavellianism. Four moderating effects are present in 

this model: moral intensity (magnitude and social consensus), self-monitoring 

(attention to and control of presentation to others), need for power (the need to 

influence others), and moral utilization (how one utilizes moral reasoning). When 

these effects manifest themselves in positive ways, they impact follower ethical 

decision-making, pro-social behavior, follower satisfaction, motivation, and 

commitment, thus mitigating counterproductive behavior (Brown & Treviño, 2006). 

Comparing ethical leadership to benevolent leadership 
In comparing ethical leadership to benevolent leadership, ethical leadership serves as 

one of the core anchors; therefore, it is already assumed in the benevolent leadership 

model. Ethical leadership seems to have strong influences in each of the other anchors 

of the benevolent leadership model. Karakas and Sarigollu (2012) highlight that while 

each of the four anchors is distinct from each other, “they are highly interactive with 

each other” (p. 539). This is demonstrated through the strong connection between 

ethical, moral, and virtuous living and the spiritual dimension of deeper meaning and 

purpose. Sekerka, Comer, and Godwin (2014) studied ethics through the lens of POS. 

In their study, they identified positive organizational ethics (POE), which is the 

intersection of business ethics and POS. POE is defined “as the study of people, 
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practices, and contexts that cultivate and sustain individual and collective ethical 

strength to achieve successful and durable moral performance in organizations” 

(Sekerka et al., 2014, p. 439). In their understanding, POE not only incorporates the 

ethical and positive paradigm, but it also includes the community paradigm as well, 

due to the shared concern of both models regarding people, practice, and context. 

This model hints at what Karakas and Sarigollu (2012) developed with benevolent 

leadership but argued that these paradigms in the benevolent leadership model are 

interactive, and not interchangeable. 

Servant leadership 
Robert Greenleaf, a retired AT&T employee of 40 years, essentially spent the second 

half of his career (post-retirement) forming and leading the Center for Applied Ethics, 

beginning in 1964, which is now the Greenleaf Center for Servant Leadership 

(Northouse, 2016). Greenleaf (1970) believed that a servant leader has a heart and 

social responsibility to the community, especially the underserved. Greenleaf (1970) 

put forth that servant leadership ultimately must begin with the initiative of the 

individual but very quickly extends out into the community. Greenleaf (1970) saw the 

community as the place where healing and growth takes place. This happens in a 

space where face-to-face interaction takes place and trust, respect, and “accepted 

ethic” strengthens the process of human healing, development, and growth 

(Greenleaf, 1970, p. 40).  
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Spears (2002) further clarified the servant leadership model by identifying ten 

characteristics that contributed to the first model of servant leadership. Those 

behaviors include interpersonal behaviors ([1] listening, [2], empathy, [3] healing), 

intrapersonal introspection ([4] awareness), leadership functions ([5] persuasion, [6] 

conceptualization, [7] foresight), and community focus ([8] stewardship, [9] 

commitment to the growth of people, and [10] building community). 

 

Other models of servant leadership have emerged more recently. Van Dierendonck 

(2011) proposed a model that is presented below in Figure 4. 

Source: Adapted from van Dierendonck, 2011, p. 1233 

Figure 4. A Conceptual Model of Servant Leadership 
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In this model, three antecedents are identified: culture, need to serve/motivation to 

lead, and individual characteristics. It follows with the implementation of servant 

leader characteristics by the leader showing the impact it has on the leader-follower 

relationship and the importance of a safe, trusting, fair, organizational climate. The 

outcomes of this model demonstrate follower job attitude, organizational 

performance, and organizational outcomes (van Dierendonck, 2011). It is clear with 

this proposed model, and with the spirit of Spears (2002) and Greenleaf (1970), that 

servant leadership is, specifically, about serving others first for the good of the 

community. 

Comparing servant leadership to benevolent leadership 
Many similarities exist between servant leadership and benevolent leadership. Both 

models share a spirit of serving for the good of the community. They also have an 

impact on positively influencing OCB (Northouse, 2016) and encouraging people to 

go above and beyond their specific job descriptions. The ethical component in the 

benevolent leadership model is also present in the servant leadership model, but it 

does not seem to be as big of a driver as the desire and motivation to serve. The other 

difference between the two models is the lack of concentration on the spiritual 

paradigm. Some may argue that the servant leadership model is very spiritual, 

especially if people use Jesus as a point of reference. Servant leadership does not 

stem from a place of call but rather a place of service. Again, some may say that they 

are serving out of a response to a call, but unlike spiritual leadership, servant 

leadership is truly motivated out of a place of serving others (Reed, 2015). Finally, 
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servant leadership does not put significant emphasis on the development of deep 

meaning and purpose, as demonstrated by the spiritual leadership paradigm.  

Spiritual leadership 
Spiritual leadership is the dynamic interplay of one’s values, attitudes, and behaviors 

that intrinsically motivate self and others through a sense of call and membership 

(Fry, 2003). Creation of a compelling vision that motivates people through a sense of 

call that brings meaning and a sense of contribution is a key attribute to spiritual 

leadership. A second attribute is creating an organizational culture whose foundation 

is based on altruistic love, demonstrating care and concern for others, resulting in a 

sense of belonging and appreciation (Fry, 2003). This model holds a strong intrinsic 

motivational core around hope/faith and works, vision, and altruistic love. Figure 5 

once again presents the mode of spiritual leadership put forth by Fry (2003). The 

model shows the leader values, attitudes, and behaviors in the areas of effort (works 

of hope and faith), performance (moving toward the vision) and reward (altruistic 

love) impact the follower needs for spiritual survival based on calling and 

membership which in turn impact the outcomes of the organization.   
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Source: Adapted from Fry, 2003, p. 695 

Figure 5. Fry’s (2003) Model of Spiritual Leadership 
 

Table 1 identifies the qualities that comprise each of the three areas making up the 

leader values, attitudes, and behaviors, which are vision, altruistic love, and 

hope/faith, as shown in Fry’s (2003) model. Vision creates the big picture destination 

that provides the sense direction that is compelling and aspirational. Altruistic love 

provides the relational dynamic of how the community will be with each other. 

Hope/faith provides the motivational dynamic that instills a sense of fortitude (Fry, 

2003). 
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Table 1. Qualities of Spiritual Leadership 
 

Source: Adapted from Fry, 2003, p. 695 

 

Comparing spiritual leadership to benevolent leadership 
While the spiritual leadership model maintains core characteristics of altruistic love 

behaviors, such as forgiveness, kindness, integrity, empathy, etc., they are not ethical 

or moral behaviors that distinguish right from wrong and are not key drivers in the 

model. This is one of the differentiating factors from benevolent leadership. The 

spiritual leadership model also does not have a significant focus on vitality and POS 

like the positivity paradigm has. Finally, the spiritual leadership model does not have 

a strong focus on the community and society like benevolent leadership maintains.  

Transformational leadership 
Transformational leadership is one of the most popular leadership theories to date 

(Northouse, 2016). It is a model that is focused on change and transforming people. 

Four defining factors create the structure for transformational leadership: Idealized 

Influence, Inspirational Motivation, Intellectual Stimulation, and Individualized 

Consideration (Bass & Riggio, 2006; Northouse, 2016). In juxtaposition to 
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transactional leadership, which focuses on the exchanges between leader and 

follower, transformational leadership is about raising the motivation level and thus 

the engagement level of the follower. These leaders are much attuned to their 

followers and inspire them to achieve more of their potential (Burns, 1978). One of 

the slippery slopes of transformational leadership is the idea of pseudo-

transformational leadership (Bass, 1998), in which the leader is highly exploitive of 

others, derives motivation from a selfish and narcissistic core, and uses their charisma 

to fulfill their own needs and desires.  

Comparing transformational leadership to benevolent leadership 
The tenor of transformational leadership has a strong feel of reaching a higher 

potential either personally or organizationally, which is different than the tenor of 

benevolent leadership, which focuses more on the process of creating common good 

in organizations through “a virtuous cycle of encouraging and initiating positive 

change” (Karakas & Sarigollu, 2012, p. 537). Benevolent leaders are inclined to 

good, kind charitable acts that are motivated out of “their developmental and 

intentional attributes of love and charity” (Karakas & Sarigollu, 2012, p. 537). The 

transformation benevolent leaders seek is positive outcomes for the good of most or 

all the members of society. Table 2 summarizes comparisons for all six styles 

covered. 
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Table 2. Comparison of Six Leadership Theories 

 

Table 2 shows the discussed leadership theories and how they compare to the 

elements found in benevolent leadership. Each leadership model contains a quote or 

motto that sums up the theory. Spiritual leadership is most resonant with benevolent 

leadership but lacks the focus on the community dimension. As is clear by this chart, 

benevolent leadership incorporates all the attributes, creating a more holistic and 

comprehensive model of leadership. 

Theory/ 
Attribute 

Authentic Ethical Servant Spiritual Transformational Benevolent 

Ethical  X    X 

Spiritual    X  X 

Positive X    X X 

Community 
CSR 

  X   X 

Call    X  X 

Self-
Awareness 

X X  X X X 

Stewardship   X   X 

Hope X   X X X 

Theme “To Be 
Me” 

“To Be 
Right” 

“To 
Serve 
Others” 

“To Be 
Called” 

“To Bring  
Change” 

“To 
Bring 
Positive 
Change 
for the 
Common 
Good” 
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The Benevolent Leadership Scale and Its Four Anchors 
To operationalize their conceptual model of benevolent leadership, Karakas and 

Sarigollu (2012) created and validated the BLS. The BLS builds on the four streams 

of literature informing benevolent leadership theory (morality, spirituality, vitality, 

and community) and measures the main aspects of leadership responsibility in each of 

these areas. Accordingly, benevolent leaders are responsible for and demonstrate (a) 

ethical sensitivity, (b) spiritual depth, (c) positive engagement, and (d) community 

responsiveness. Ethical sensitivity refers to the leader’s process of moral reflection 

and consideration of what is right and wrong conduct at work. Spiritual depth refers 

to the leader’s search for a sense of meaning and purpose at work. Positive 

engagement refers to creating positive change in the organization through inspiring 

hope and courage. Community responsiveness refers to the leader’s role in solving 

social problems and enabling social innovation to contribute to society. Below, I 

examine each of these four dimensions in greater depth. 

Morality paradigm: Ethical sensitivity 
Karakas (2009) defined the morality paradigm as the ethical perspective in leadership 

research and practice that focuses on the moral values and principles of business 

leaders. The morality paradigm includes concepts such as honesty, integrity, 

responsibility, trust, and accountability, and it supports behaviors such as being 

accountable and holding others accountable, following policies and procedures, 

obeying the law, making ethical decisions, and promoting ethical activity in the 
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workplace. These leader characteristics make up the benevolent leadership dimension 

of ethical sensitivity.  

 

From his research, Karakas (2009) identified six leadership behaviors or 

characteristics that are critical in organizations regarding ethical sensitivity. Three of 

these center around the role of values: (a) building a sense of shared values with those 

in the workplace (Schein, 2010), (b) nurturing and strengthening the development of 

moral values in self and others (Kriger & Hanson, 1999), and (c) engaging in a 

process of self-reflection (Ciulla, 2014) to achieve a greater sense of consistency and 

authenticity. An extension of the authenticity is the ability of the leader to “walk the 

talk” (Bass & Steidlmeier, 1999). This leads to a strong sense of credibility among 

those with whom the leader works. A fifth behavior identified by Karakas (2009) is 

moral courage. This is the ability of a leader to judge what is ethically required and 

refusing to do what is considered unethical (Becker, 2007). Finally, Karakas (2009) 

identified the need for leaders to demonstrate accountability by accepting 

responsibility for their actions and decisions and by encouraging accountability 

within the organization. 

 

Karakas (2009) created the following items to measure ethical sensitivity in the BLS:  

• When I make a managerial decision at work, I reflect on the ethical 
consequences of my decision.   

• I take a moral stand when I believe in something. 
• I take ethical rules seriously when I supervise people in this organization.   
• I believe my behaviors are congruent with my ethical values and beliefs.  
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• I keep my promises and commitments and expect my subordinates to keep 
theirs. 

• I stand up for what is right even if it will cost me. 
• I take responsibility for my mistakes and make up for them.  
• I try to become a role model of integrity and honesty at work. 
• I challenge my colleagues when they depart from ethical values at work. 
• I believe that my work is guided by high ethical standards. (pp. 232–233) 
 

Spirituality paradigm: Spiritual depth 
Karakas (2009) defined the spirituality paradigm as understanding leaders’ inner 

landscapes and spirituality as well as employees’ spiritual needs and search for 

meaning. This evolving body of literature stems from research on spirituality at work 

(Ashmos & Duchon, 2000; Giacalone & Jurkiewicz, 2003; Mitroff & Denton, 1999), 

and spiritual leadership (Fry, 2003, 2005; Sweeny & Fry, 2012), and it focuses on 

“the inner strength, reflection, self-awareness, and meaning that the leader draws 

from in his or her workplace” (Karakas, 2009, p. 26). 

 

Karakas’ (2009) spirituality paradigm focuses on how to best understand the inner 

world of the leader, including consciousness, spiritual consciousness, and 

transcendence (Ashforth & Fugate, 2001; Mayer, 2000; Wilber, 2000); relationship 

with a higher power, spirit, or soul (Mirvis, 1997); a sense of passion, meaning, 

purpose, and call (Bolman & Deal, 2011; Markow & Klenke, 2005; Wong & Fry, 

1998); and inner life, intuition, self-awareness, reflection, and wisdom (Cacioppe, 

2000b; Fairholm, 1991; Fry, 2003; Kessler & Bailey, 2007; Roof, 1999). Leaders 

demonstrate spiritual depth by demonstrating compassion toward others, engaging in 

a journey of personal evolution, intentionally integrating body, mind, and spirit, and 
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are committed to the enhancement of self and others’ well-being, experience 

outcomes related to deeper “self-awareness, hope, faith, consciousness, 

transcendence, and interconnectedness” (Karakas, 2009, p. 27). Karakas (2009) 

purported that a leader’s spiritual depth is the critical component to satisfy these 

needs for “meaning, purpose and connectedness” (p. 29). 

 

Karakas (2009) identified five leadership behaviors and characteristics that are 

critically important: (a) supporting spiritual enrichment, (b) creating meaning at work, 

(c) acknowledging employees as whole persons, (d) reflecting for wisdom, and (e) 

reaching out and inspiring people. These characteristics contribute to the achievement 

of spiritual depth which Karakas (2009) defined as “the leader’s search for a sense of 

meaning and purpose and the relationship with what is greater than the self” (p. 31). 

Embedded in this definition is the role of soul in the workplace as well as the 

intentional focus on emotional, psychological, and spiritual well-being. The process 

invites a continuing expansion of one’s self-awareness that strengthens the sense of 

meaning and purpose (Karakas, 2009). 

 

Karakas (2009) created the following items to measure spiritual depth in the BLS:  

• I spend time on self-reflection, meditation, or prayer at work. 
• I try to find a deeper sense of meaning in my work and in my leadership. 
• I try to incorporate my spirituality into the work I do.   
• I believe that we are all interconnected and part of a meaningful whole. 
• I feel vitally alive and passionate when I bring my soul into work. 
• My spirituality makes me a more helpful and compassionate leader.   
• My spirituality makes me a gentler person towards my colleagues.   
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• I try to nurture or support the spiritual growth of my colleagues around me.  
• When I am faced with an important decision at work, my spirituality plays an 

important role in my action.     
• I am always searching for something that makes my life feel significant and 

satisfying. (pp. 232–233) 
 

Positivity paradigm: Positive engagement 
The positivity paradigm creates the third anchor in benevolent leadership. Karakas 

and Sarigollu (2012) reviewed the literature focused on creating and leading positive 

change in organizations. These strength-based approaches originate from the 

disciplines of appreciative inquiry, positive psychology, POS, and POB. Positive 

psychology provides the basic understanding from which the rest of the disciplines 

emerge. Appreciative inquiry is an organizational development process that seeks to 

call forth the positive energy and best experiences that bring life and vitality to 

organizations. POB focuses on the micro-level of strengths-based organizational 

behavior to build capacity. POS is the movement in organizational sciences that 

focuses on positivity (Karakas, 2009). 

 

The need for positivity stems from the long history of organizational development 

deeply rooted in four methodologies and movements (Hinckley, 2006): action 

research (Lewin, 1948), human relations movement (Rogers, 1961; Maslow, 1954; 

McGregor, 1960), participative management (Hinckley, 2006), and systems theory 

and open systems (Tschudy, 2006). More recent decades have seen other models and 

practices surface, such as learning organizations (Senge, 1990), Wheatley’s (1994, 

2007, 2017) work in the area of complexity theory, the new sciences of quantum 
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physics, leading in chaos and the role of self-organizing systems, and large-group 

interventions (Bunker & Alban, 1997). The field also saw other practices emerge, 

such as coaching (Kilberg, 1996), mentoring (Conway, 1998), and process 

consultation (Schein, 1999), just to name a few. All of these methods, movements, 

and practices have had a significant impact in the field of organizational 

development. 

 

Cooperrider and Srivastva (1987) challenged the then-stagnant world of action 

research—“problems out there to be studied and solved” (p. 149) and “organizational 

life as problematic” (p. 150)—to look at a more generative way of viewing and 

understanding the world—“a miracle to be embraced” (p. 157). Their advocacy for 

appreciative inquiry was a bold proclamation that set the direction for the significance 

and impact of the life-giving attributes inherent in every organization. This set the 

stage for a more positive lens through which to view the world.  

 

Seligman’s (1998) work in positive psychology has been pivotal, emphasizing 

positivity as a way to bring a better balance to a field that was so heavily pathology- 

focused. Many researchers have examined the impact that positivity has on both 

mental and physical health. Fredrickson and Losada (2005) have cited several 

“benefits of positive affect,” including a positive impact on one’s frame of mind, 

physiological systems (such as cardio vascular and immune), mental and physical 

health, and longevity. Fredrickson and Losada (2005) also looked at the impact of the 



43 
 

 

broaden-and-build theory and nonlinear dynamics in team performance, citing that 

positive emotions have the capacity to broaden one’s sense of positivity as well as 

create a building effect. Cameron et al. (2003) introduced the concept of POS into the 

organizational scholarship literature, identifying the need to call attention to 

organizations that exemplify positive deviance or other types of positive attributes in 

the organizational research (Cameron & McNaughton, 2014). POS is grounded in 

three core tenets (Dutton & Glynn, 2007; Dutton & Sonenshein, 2007): flourishing 

(Cameron et al., 2003; Fredrickson & Losada, 2005), the development and expression 

of strengths that contribute to positive deviance and excellence, and generative 

dynamics. When these come together, a synergy is created that unleashes a collective 

positive energy that contributes to collective flourishing (Fredrickson & Dutton, 

2008). 

 

Karakas (2009) defined positive engagement “as creating positive change in the 

organizations using strength-based approaches” (p. 38). Leaders engage in behaviors 

that instill hope, emphasize the bigger picture, manage and resolve paradoxes, enable 

thriving in chaos, encourage second order learning, and initiate positive change. 

These behaviors incorporate the ideas of flexibility, thriving, resiliency, adaptability, 

and flourishing. The result of positivity is hope, vitality, innovation, collaboration, 

and holistic thinking, culminating in positive impact for the organization (Karakas, 

2009). Through the leader’s ability to create a shared vision, they inspire a sense of 

hope that invites people to courageously take action that leads to positive change. 
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Karakas (2009) created the following items to measure positive engagement in the 

BLS:  

• I strive to communicate a clear and positive vision of the future. 
• I encourage my team members to have bold dreams in this organization. 
• Even when others get discouraged, I know I can find a way to solve the 

problem. 
• I am passionate about bringing in positive change around me.   
• I try to provide hope and courage for people around me to take positive action.   
• I work with my colleagues to create a shared common vision for positive 

change.   
• If I want to change something positively at work, I take an action and initiate 

the change process. 
• I am open-minded about new ideas to create change and innovation in the 

organization.   
• I am hopeful about what we can accomplish in this organization.  
• I have a fundamental belief in our abilities to produce positive results in this 

organization. (pp. 232–233)  
 

Community paradigm: Community responsiveness 
Karakas (2009) argued that leaders have “societal obligations” that transcends the 

traditional economic functions of production and profit creation for shareholders. 

This belief is the essence of the community paradigm as it focuses on “stakeholder 

interests” along with “societal expectations” (p. 39). The social role of business is a 

core component of the community paradigm, whose purpose is to further social 

progress. Leaders tackle issues of “quality of life, societal well-being, community 

service, and the social context of business” (Karakas, 2009, p. 39). The paradigm is 

embedded in CSR, sociology, social work, and ecology, and it looks beyond the idea 

of business for the sole purpose of profit (Karakas, 2009). Karakas (2009) defined 
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corporate social responsibility as “the continuing commitment by business to 

contribute to economic development while improving the quality of life of the 

workforce and their families as well as of the local community and society at large” 

(Holme & Watts, 2000, p. 6). 

 

Karakas (2009) identified five reasons why the need for community responsiveness 

on the part of the leader is so important. First, there is an ever-increasing focus on 

societal well-being and quality of life (Carroll, 1999). Second, special interest groups 

and political groups continue to gain momentum and powerful voices that result in 

applying pressure on the corporate agenda (Doh & Guay, 2006). Third, the triple 

bottom line of people, planet, and profit takes into consideration the positive return on 

investment economically, environmentally, and socially (Savitz & Weber, 2006). 

Fourth, a public demand on disclosures of social performance and practices of social 

responsibility is on the rise (McWilliams, Siegel, & Wright, 2006). Finally, increased 

pressure is being put on leaders to assume responsibility by serving society (Carroll, 

1999). 

 

Karakas (2009) defined community responsiveness “as the leader’s role in solving 

social problems and enabling innovation to contribute to society” (p. 44). The 

emphasis on firm stakeholders, the community, the leader’s legacy, and a positive 

impact on the larger community is core to this dimension of the model. 
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Karakas (2009) created the following items to measure community responsiveness in 

the BLS:  

• In my work, I strive to help other people in my organization and in my 
community.   

• Care for my community drives my leadership at work. 
• The work I do makes a difference in people’s lives around me. 
• I care about the legacy I will leave for future generations. 
• I feel and act like a responsible leader in my community.   
• I go beyond my job definition to contribute to my community and to the world.  
• I am willing to devote time and energy to things that are important to my 

community.   
• I am actively involved in social responsibility projects for community benefit. 
• I evaluate the consequences of my managerial decisions for all our stakeholders.  
• I give my time and money to charitable causes in my community. (pp. 232–233)  

 

Additional Research on Benevolent Leadership 
After creating and validating the BLS, Karakas and Sarigollu (2012) conducted an 

empirical study in for-profit and non-profit organizations in Canada to explore the 

relationships between benevolent leadership and (a) POP, (b) affective commitment, 

and (c) OCB, which they found to be positively correlated. Since then, only three 

additional articles have been published on benevolent leadership (Ghosh, 2015; 

Karakas & Sarigollu, 2013; Karakas, Sarigollu, & Manisaligil, 2013), making it an 

under-examined phenomenon inviting additional research. 

 

In 2013, Karakas and Sarigollu conducted a qualitative study using narrative inquiry 

to better understand how benevolent leadership enhances collective performance and 

well-being in a Turkish company, Bereket. Bereket was selected because it is well-
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known for extending compassion and care to its employees. Thirty-two interviews 

were conducted with managers, employees, and other stakeholders. They were asked 

to speak to experiences of compassion in the workplace, and the benevolent 

leadership framework was used as a structure for analyzing the data. The four themes 

of ethical sensitivity, spiritual depth, positive engagement, and community 

responsiveness emerged across the narratives. These stories helped to give human 

voice to each of the dimensions and further confirmed the accuracy of the constructs 

and their impact on the organizations. 

 

Karakas et al. (2013) published a conceptual article exploring how to integrate the 

concepts of benevolent leadership into a management education program. They 

proposed learning objectives, learning activities, leadership skill development, and 

anticipated outcomes of such a training program. Figure 6 outlines these components. 
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Source: Adapted from Karakas, Sarigollu, & Manisaligil, 2013, p. 804 

Figure 6. Objectives, Activities, Skills, and Outcomes of Proposed Management 
Education Program 

 

In 2015, Ghosh examined the impact of benevolent leadership on OCB as mediated 

by ethical climate in not-for-profit organizations. He hypothesized that ethical 

sensitivity, spiritual depth, positive engagement, and community responsiveness 

would each have a direct positive impact on OCB and an indirect positive impact on 

OCB mediated through ethical climate. He further hypothesized that the ethical 

climate would have a direct positive impact on OCB. All three hypotheses were 

supported, suggesting that each of the four dimensions of benevolent leadership has a 

direct effect on OCB, and that OCB is a distal outcome of benevolent leadership 
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through organizational ethical climate and a proximal outcome of organizational 

ethical climate. 

How My Study Adds to the Benevolent Leadership Literature  
The purpose of my dissertation research is to further explore and develop the 

benevolent leadership model. Karakas and Sarigollu (2013) identified three 

opportunities for future research on benevolent leadership that provide the framework 

for this study. First, they encouraged research that moves beyond the self-report 

measures they used in their study to provide more objective or other-report measures. 

They suggested that fruitful research could be done on the behaviors, practices, and 

performance of leaders who are evaluated as high or low in benevolent leadership by 

colleagues they work with on a regular basis rather than by themselves. Second, 

Karakas and Sarigollu (2013) recommended researching benevolent leadership in a 

variety of cultural, organizational, and industry settings. Specifically, the model has 

not been studied in the U.S. for-profit sector where individualism and 

competitiveness are known to be of high value (Hofstede, 2001). Third, the authors 

called for empirical research to measure and observe the behaviors of managers who 

have benevolent tendencies. How do benevolent leaders demonstrate benevolent 

leadership? What are their actual day-to-day practices?  

 

This study directly responds to these three opportunities. First, I adapt the BLS to 

make it appropriate for direct reports to evaluate their leaders and compare the 

differences between the leaders’ scores and those of their direct reports. I also analyze 
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the relationship between the leaders’ other-rated BLS scores and POP using a 

composite POP score of both the leaders and their direct reports. Second, I conduct 

my research with leaders and direct reports in the financial services industry in the 

U.S. and include measures of individualism and competitiveness in my survey. Third, 

I conduct qualitative interviews with the leaders and direct reports in my study to 

understand how they experience benevolent leadership in the workplace.  

Summary of research questions 
Below, I provide a summary of my research questions, including, in some cases, 

specific sub-questions. Questions 1–4 guide the quantitative portion of my research, 

and question 5 guides the qualitative portion. I present my quantitative methods and 

results in Chapter 3 and my qualitative methods and results in Chapter 4. 

 

Research Question 1: Are there differences between the way leaders perceive their 

own level of benevolent leadership and the way it is perceived by their direct reports? 

Specific sub-questions include the following:  

a. How do leaders perceive (or, rate) their own benevolent leadership 

tendencies?  

b. How do direct reports perceive (or, rate) the leaders’ benevolent leadership 

tendencies? 

c. What differences are there, if any, between the self-other perception (or, 

rating) of the leaders’ benevolent tendencies?  
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Research Question 2: What differences are there, if any, between leaders who are 

perceived (or, rated) by direct reports as having high, medium, or low benevolent 

tendencies?  

 

Research Question 3: Is there a relationship between benevolent leadership 

(determined by other-rater scores) and perceived organizational performance (POP) 

(determined by a composite score from leader and direct report)? Specific sub-

questions include the following:  

a. From the leaders’ perspective, what is the relationship between their self-

perceived benevolent leadership and organizational performance?  

b. From the direct reports’ perspective, what is the relationship between the 

leaders’ benevolent leadership and the direct reports’ perceived organizational 

performance?  

 

Research Question 4: Is there a relationship between benevolent leadership and the 

widely held U.S. values of individualism and competitiveness?  

 

Research Question 5: What are the behaviors and practices of benevolent 

leaders and how do they compare with leaders who are less benevolent?    
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Chapter 3: Quantitative Methods & Results  
The purpose of this dissertation research is to further explore and develop the 

benevolent leadership model as proposed by Karakas and Sarigollu (2012). To 

accomplish this, I employed a mixed methods research design in which I surveyed 41 

leaders and 131 direct reports to measure the leaders’ levels of benevolent leadership, 

individualism, competitiveness, and POP, and then I interviewed 26 of the leaders 

and 38 direct reports to understand the behaviors and practices of benevolent 

leadership. I present my quantitative methods and results in this chapter and my 

qualitative methods and results in Chapter 4. In Chapter 5, I integrate the quantitative 

and qualitative results and discuss the theoretical implications of my findings. In the 

remainder of this chapter, I first describe the overall research design for this 

dissertation. I then elaborate my research questions and hypotheses for the 

quantitative portion of the dissertation, explain my general data analysis strategy, 

introduce my population and sample, describe my data collection, procedures, and 

survey instrumentation, and explain my data analysis strategy. Finally, I present my 

results hypothesis-by-hypothesis and conclude with a summary of my qualitative 

findings.      

Overall Research Design 
I used a convergent parallel mixed methods design in this study because it provided 

different methods of collecting data about a single topic, benevolent leadership 

(Creswell & Plano Clark, 2011). Convergent parallel mixed methods designs are also 
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known by names such as simultaneous triangulation (Morse, 1991), parallel study 

(Tashakkori & Teddlie, 1998), convergence model (Creswell, 1999), and concurrent 

triangulation (Creswell, Plano Clark, Guttman, & Hanson, 2003).  

 

The purpose of the convergent parallel design is to collect different but similar data 

on the same topic (Morse, 1991). The design is used when the researcher wants to 

triangulate quantitative data with qualitative data and synthesize the results to develop 

a more comprehensive understanding of the phenomenon (Creswell & Plano Clark, 

2011). It favors a more pragmatic, philosophical worldview, which focuses on the 

consequences of the research and places greater importance on the questions being 

asked rather than the methods employed. The pragmatist worldview lends itself well 

to multiple methods of collecting data and focuses on a real-world practice orientation 

(Creswell & Plano Clark, 2011). It is for these reasons I chose this as my research 

design. Triangulation of the quantitative survey data with the qualitative interview 

data, in order to increase the validity of the research findings, made this an 

appropriate design. Furthermore, my focus on the more pragmatic application of the 

outcomes of my research also makes this a suitable design.   

Quantitative Research Questions and Hypotheses 
My first area of focus explored benevolent leadership behaviors from the perspectives 

of both the leader (i.e., self-rater) and their direct reports (i.e., other-raters). I assessed 

benevolent leadership using the BLS (Karakas & Sarigollu, 2012) and an adapted 

version of the BLS for other-raters.  
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Self- and other-rater scales 
As previously specified, my first research question is, “Are there differences between 

the way leaders perceive their own level of benevolent leadership and the way it is 

perceived by their direct reports?” Specific sub-questions include, “How do leaders 

perceive (or, rate) their own benevolent leadership tendencies? How do direct reports 

perceive (or, rate) the leaders’ benevolent leadership tendencies?” 

 

Past research has demonstrated that self- and other-rater assessments often reveal a 

range of discrepancy stretching from leaders being in agreement with the other-rater 

scores to leaders underestimating their performance to leaders overestimating their 

performance as it relates to other-rater scores (Atwater, Ostroff, Yammarino, & 

Fleenor, 1998). Overestimation often occurs because of impression management or 

social desirability concerns (Ashford, 1989). Chan (2009) addressed this issue of self-

rater versus other-rater in the following manner: 

It is true that there are situations in which an appropriate non-self-
report measure of the same intended construct may be selected or 
developed to provide a more valid assessment than the corresponding 
self-report measure. These situations typically involve constructs that 
are highly susceptible to impression management and self-deception 
and readily observable by others…These constructs are more likely to 
be assessed with high validity by non-self-report measures than self-
report measures. (p. 326) 
 

Additionally, researchers have indicated that self-rating is the least accurate (Atkins 

& Wood, 2002; Eichinger & Lombardo, 2004; Kaplan & Kaiser, 2003). They have 

indicated that the boss assessment is the most accurate, followed by the leader’s 
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peers, and then their direct reports (Atkins & Wood, 2002; Eichinger & Lombardo, 

2004; Kaplan & Kaiser, 2003). With this in mind, I anticipated that the leaders in my 

sample would score themselves higher in benevolent leadership than would their 

direct reports. This led to my first hypothesis: 

 

Hypothesis 1: Leaders perceive their benevolent leadership tendencies higher than 

that perceived by their direct-reports.    

 

A third sub-question related to the first research question 1 is, “What differences are 

there, if any, between the self-other perception (or, rating) of the leaders’ benevolent 

tendencies?” Research shows that leaders are often aware of behaviors or thoughts 

they engage in that others are not aware of due to the self-experiential nature of 

behaviors or thoughts (i.e., one’s spiritual beliefs) (Allen, Barnard, Rush, & Russell, 

2000; Chan, 2009). Another factor that plays a part in this is that some people are 

privy to certain behaviors while others may not see the behavior at all (Allen et al., 

2000; Carpenter, Berry, & Houston, 2014; Chan, 2009). With this in mind, I 

anticipated that the difference between the self- and other-rater scores would be 

higher for spiritual depth than they would be for ethical sensitivity, positive 

engagement, and community responsiveness because spiritual depth is often self-

experiential in nature, especially in the organizations context. This led to my second 

hypothesis:  
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Hypothesis 2: The self-other-rater mean difference will be significantly higher for 

spiritual depth than for ethical sensitivity, positive engagement, and community 

responsiveness. 

Differences among leaders 
My second research question is, “What differences are there, if any, between leaders 

who are perceived (or, rated) by direct reports as having high, medium, or low 

benevolent tendencies?” Research indicates that there are differences in behaviors 

between those who score high and those who score low on leadership scales (Hogan, 

Barrett, & Hogan, 2007; Kaiser & Hogan, 2011). Wilber (2001) described our 

development as humans as “decreasing in narcissism and increasing in 

consciousness” (p. 18). This increase in consciousness involves our ability to embrace 

other people, places, and things beyond ourselves and extend our care to them. While 

this is a natural progression as we mature, Rooke and Torbert (2005) found that we do 

not develop at the same rate and that much of the leadership population they studied 

operate at mid-levels of adult development. Personal development and self-awareness 

are in the spiritual depth anchor of the BLS, and the extension of care and concern for 

the common good gets expressed through the community responsiveness anchor. To 

better understand the differences among leaders, I created a breakdown between high, 

medium, and low scores on the BLS to identify the leaders who fell into each 

category. I anticipated that those scoring higher on the BLS (as rated by their direct 

reports) would have higher spiritual depth and community responsiveness scores than 

the low-scoring leaders. This led to my third hypothesis: 
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Hypothesis 3: The spiritual depth and community responsiveness scores will be 

higher for those scoring high on the BLS (as rated by their direct reports). 

Perceived organizational performance (POP) 
My third research question is, “Is there a relationship between benevolent leadership 

(determined by other-rater scores) and perceived organizational performance (POP) 

(determined by a composite score from leader and direct report)?” Karakas and 

Sarigollu (2012) selected the organizational components of POP, affective 

commitment, and OCB for correlation because of their relevance to benevolent 

leadership, the reliability of these measures in organizational studies, the relevance 

they have to organizational outcomes, and the amount of research each has received 

in the literature. The outcome of Karakas and Sarigollu’s (2012) work shows that 

benevolent leadership has a positive relationship to each of these areas, and that 

benevolent leadership demonstrates a predictive validity for each one. With this in 

mind, I anticipated that I would find the same result for POP and could compare it 

with how direct reports perceive the relationship between benevolent leadership and 

POP. This led to my fourth hypothesis: 

 

Hypothesis 4: BLS scores (determined by other-rater scores) will be positively 

related to POP (determined by a composite score from leader and direct report). 
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A sub-question related to the third research question is, “From the leaders’ 

perspective, what is the relationship between their self-perceived benevolent 

leadership and POP?” As stated above, Karakas and Sarigollu (2012) found a positive 

correlation between the BLS score (self-report) and POP (self- report). I assumed that 

in this study the same trend would exist in that the leader’s self-report POP would be 

correlated with the composite POP score. This led to my fifth hypothesis: 

 

Hypothesis 5: The leaders’ self-report BLS scores will be strongly related to the 

perceived organizational performance POP scores. 

 

A second sub-question related to the third research question is, “From the direct 

reports’ perspective, what is the relationship between the leaders’ benevolent 

leadership and the direct report’s POP?” I assumed that the other-report BLS scores 

would also be positively correlated to their own perception of POP, staying in line 

with the findings of Karakas and Sarigollu (2012). This led to my sixth hypothesis: 

 

Hypothesis 6: The other-report BLS scores will be positively related to the other-

rater POP scores. 

 

Karakas (2009) found in his study that while overall BLS scores were associated with 

POP, the only subscale with a positive relationship to POP was community 

responsiveness. More recent literature has suggested that positive practices and ethics 
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may also play a part in having impact in organizational performance (Cameron, Mora, 

Leutscher, & Calarco, 2011; Chun, Shin, Choi, & Kim, 2013; Schaubroeck, et al., 

2012; Vogelgesang, Leroy, & Avolio, 2013; Wilderom, van den Berg, & Wiersma, 

2012). Cameron et al. (2011) found a link between positive practices in the workplace 

and organizational effectiveness. Their study looks at the six dimensions of (a) caring, 

(b) compassionate support, (c) forgiveness, (d) inspiration, (e) meaning, and (f) 

respect, integrity, and gratitude, examining their impact in the areas of employee 

turnover, organizational climate (especially work environment, managerial 

effectiveness, and employee retention), and financial performance of a financial 

services company. In a second study by Cameron et al. (2011) in a healthcare system, 

positive practices had impact on overall satisfaction with patients’ pain management, 

patients’ willingness to recommend the hospital, employee turnover, and 

organizational climate. In both studies, the positive practices created amplifying 

effects in the organization by increasing the positivity experienced in the 

organization, providing a buffer from negative effects of trauma or stress and creating 

positive energy through a heliotropic effect (the attraction of living systems toward 

positive energy). 

 

Wilderom et al. (2012) found that the charisma of the leader impacted both the 

perceived and objective organizational performance in a large Dutch bank. The 

leader’s ability to communicate an attractive vision, express confidence in the 

employees, and motivate them exert extra effort had an increased impact on financial 
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performance in the bank. Wilderom et al. (2012) found that in cultures that engage in 

positive practices, such as empowerment, external orientation, interdepartmental 

collaboration, and a human resource orientation, tend to have a higher perception of 

organizational performance. 

 

Studies have also shown support for the role that ethics plays in organizational 

effectiveness (Chun et al., 2013; Schaubroeck et al., 2012; Vogelgesang et al., 2013). 

Leadership ethics impacts follower behavior and, as a result, impacts organizational 

outcomes. With these research findings in mind, I anticipated that positive 

engagement and ethical sensitivity would have a stronger relationship to POP than 

would spiritual depth or community responsiveness. This led to my seventh 

hypothesis: 

 

Hypothesis 7: Both the positive engagement subscale and the ethical sensitivity sub-

sale will be more strongly related to POP than spiritual depth and the community 

responsiveness dimensions.  

 

Individualism, collectivism, competition, and benevolent leadership 
One of the major limitations and questions of benevolent leadership is its external 

generalizability to other cultures and organizational contexts. There is paucity of 

research in this area and this thesis attempts to fill the void. Therefore, my second 

area focus was on how a model such as benevolent leadership, which is focused on 
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the common good, gets lived out in a cultural context that highly values individualism 

and competitiveness, as is seen in U.S. for-profit corporations. This responded to my 

fourth research question: Is there a relationship between benevolent leadership and 

the widely held U.S. values of individualism and competitiveness?  

 

Several researchers have identified the United States culture as one that tends to value 

individualism and competitiveness (Hofstede, 1984; Kagitçibaşi & Berry, 1989; 

Triandis, 2018). What this suggests is that benevolent leadership practices may be 

challenged by co-workers or may not even exist (Karakas & Sarigollu, 2013). The 

model’s sensitivity toward a more communal culture and responsiveness to the 

community seems to suggest that it would resonate with the collectivist cultures 

(Karakas & Sarigollu, 2013). How it fits into a more individualistic culture is not 

clear. The two opposing ideas might create tension, or the value for the individual 

may dominate the value of the group. With this in mind, I anticipated that there would 

be a negative relationship between benevolent leadership and individualism. This led 

to my eighth hypothesis: 

 

Hypothesis 8: There will be a negative relationship between leader BLS scores and 

level of individualism. 

 

Triandis (2018) identified four universal dimensions that set individualism and 

collectivism apart. The first dimension revolves around the definition of self. In 
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individualism, self is seen as independent and collectivism defines it as 

interdependent. The second dimension centers on the goals of each dynamic. In 

individualism, personal and communal goals are not aligned; in collectivism, personal 

and communal goals are closely aligned. In collectivist cultures, the cognitions—the 

third dimension—focus on norms, obligations, and duties and guide the social 

behavior; in individualistic cultures, the cognitions focus on attitudes, personal needs, 

rights, and contracts. Finally, in collective cultures there is an emphasis on 

relationships—the fourth dimension—regardless of their advantage or disadvantage 

to the organization; in individualistic cultures, there is a rational analysis as to the 

advantages and disadvantages of the relationship. In Karakas and Sarigollu’s (2012) 

benevolent leadership model, positive engagement and community responsiveness are 

two dimensions that focus on involving and engaging others, on extending care to 

others outside of self, and on favoring the relational perspective. With this in mind, I 

anticipated that positive engagement and community responsiveness would be more 

strongly related to collectivism than would be spiritual depth and ethical sensitivity. 

This led to my ninth hypothesis: 

 

Hypothesis 9: Both the positive engagement dimension of the BLS and 

the community responsiveness dimension will be more strongly related to 

collectivism than spiritual depth and the ethical sensitivity dimensions. 
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Competitiveness is defined as “the enjoyment of interpersonal competition and the 

desire to win and be better than others” (Fletcher, Major, & Davis, 2008, p. 900). 

Triandis, Leung, Villareal, and Clack (1985) identified competitiveness as an 

important factor for cultures such as the United States. Triandis, Bontempo, Villareal, 

Asai, and Lucca (1988) confirmed that U.S. individualism is reflected in self-reliance 

with competitiveness, among other things. This confirmed the link Hsu (1983) found 

in research comparing Chinese and Japanese cultures with American cultures.  

 

The literature that studies leadership and competitiveness is minimal. Sales and 

marketing literature contain research studies that measure trait competitiveness 

(Flaherty, Mowen, Brown, & Marshall, 2009; Jelinek & Ahearne, 2010; Schrock, 

Hughes, Fu, Richards, & Jones, 2016). Specific to leadership, Flaherty et al. (2009) 

found that competitiveness is positively related to the potential to lead and is 

identified as one of the compound traits to the potential to lead. Shannahan, Bush, and 

Shannahan (2013) found that the three-way interaction between salesperson 

coachability, salesperson trait competitiveness, and sales manager transformational 

leadership style had a positive and significant relationship to sales performance when 

they occurred at high levels but not at low levels. Flaherty et al. (2009) made the 

following observation about leadership and competitiveness: 

Successful leadership often requires a person to compete against 
others; and as leaders, individuals often help guide their relevant 
stakeholder group in competitions against others. As such, employees 
exhibiting greater competitiveness will also be more likely to play the 
game necessary to emerge as a leader within a group. (p. 48) 
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This commentary moves contrary to the fundamental philosophy of benevolence, “to 

act for the benefit of others” (Beauchamp, 2016). With this in mind, I anticipated that, 

in a culture such as the U.S., which not only values individualism but also 

competitiveness, there would be a negative relationship between benevolent 

leadership and competitiveness. This led to my tenth and final hypothesis:  

 

Hypothesis 10: There will be a negative relationship between BLS scores and level 

of competitiveness. 

 

Quantitative Data Collection 
To collect my quantitative data, I surveyed 41 leaders along with 131 direct reports in 

for-profit companies in the U.S. to measure the leaders’ levels of benevolent 

leadership, individualism, competitiveness, and POP. Below, I describe my study 

population and sampling procedures and explain the survey instrumentation used to 

collect my data.  

Population and sampling 
Benevolent leadership is a natural fit for religious or other mission-based 

organizations. These organizations have at their core a passion for doing good. 

Therefore, it makes sense that one would find benevolent leadership being practiced 

(Ghosh, 2015). The bigger question is the for-profit organization. Can an organization 

that values and practices maximization of profits, as a for-profit does, have leaders 
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that also practice benevolent leadership? Studying the leadership of for-profit 

organizations, looking for the evidence of benevolent leadership in action, and 

connecting benevolent leadership practice with organizations’ performance outcomes 

is potentially valuable research. It examines a style of leadership that encompasses a 

deep level of self-awareness, operates from a strong moral core, believes in the 

strengths and assets of others, and promotes love for the common good and a sense of 

being interconnected in this world (Crosby & Bryson, 2005), all in the context of for-

profit business. 

Sampling process 
I used snowball sampling for recruiting leaders. Snowball sampling is a sampling of 

individuals that is drawn from a finite population (Goodman, 1961). The sampling 

begins by asking a few individuals to name some people who fit a set of criteria. In 

the case of this study, I asked people in my business network to name leaders at a 

management level or above who had at least 5–6 employees reporting to them. It was 

then up to the discretion of the individual to name people whom they knew fit those 

criteria. I created an e-mail that the invitees were able to use as a recruiting tool for 

the study. The e-mail included information about the study, such as the purpose and 

the process. It included a link to the survey where the participant was able to directly 

access the survey along with information about the close date of the survey and how 

the participant could contact me should they have questions (see Appendix A). The 

invitee used the e-mail invite to reach out to potential participants. The leaders who 
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wanted to participate accessed the link via the e-mail to fill out the survey. See 

Appendix B for the survey instructions and Appendix C for the survey questions. 

 

As a part of the survey, I asked each leader to name six direct reports who would be 

willing to fill out the survey on their behalf. The selection of these individuals may be 

subjected to social desirability bias as it is probable the leader chose people they 

knew with whom they had good relations. No control was put into place to account 

for this due to the feasibility of inviting willing participants from both the leader and 

direct report perspective. Another part of the survey asked if the leader was willing to 

participate in an interview. If they chose to participate by following through, I asked 

them if there might be other leaders who they knew that might be interested in filling 

out the survey. If they indicated positively, then they were sent the e-mail information 

to pass on to those leaders. 

Leader sample  
The population I chose to study were senior leaders in the corporate setting who held 

positions such as CEO of the organization, partners and directors in the accounting 

industry, and president and vice president roles within the respective industries. I 

chose this group because they are in positions where they have had experiences in 

working with many people either in peer or supervisory positions. I also wanted 

people in senior positions because they are in situations of setting a tone within the 

culture of the organization. Finally, I chose senior leaders because of their mature 

nature in experience and life situations.  
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My initial desire in leader sample selection was to work with one organization in the 

financial services industry. This, however, did not work as I was unable to reach a 

sample size that would be adequate for the study. I then decided to expand the reach 

to include other organizations in the financial services industry. Again, I encountered 

difficulty in obtaining adequate sampling numbers, so I decided to open the sampling 

to include leaders in for-profit organizations. Therefore, the leaders are senior leaders 

in for-profit industries in the United States. They include 19 leaders from six 

companies in financial services, two leaders from two companies in insurance, two 

leaders from two companies in manufacturing, four leaders from four companies in 

for-profit healthcare, two leaders from two companies in for-profit education, four 

leaders from four companies in consulting, one leader from one company in 

automotive, three leaders from three companies in information technology, two 

leaders from two companies in food products, and two leaders from two companies in 

engineering. 

Leader sample gender and age distribution  
Seventy-five leaders were invited to take the survey. A total of 54 leaders responded 

to the survey with one dropped for incomplete data. Of those 53 leaders, 41 included 

direct report information (12 leaders did not provide direct report information). Table 

3 displays the age distribution of the leader sample. It reveals that nearly half of 

respondents were between 41 and 55 years of age. 



68 
 

 

Leader sample education   
One respondent (2%) reported high school as their highest level of education. A total 

of 9 (20%) reported the bachelor’s degree level of education, 24 (53%) reported the 

master’s degree level of education, and 11 (24%) reported a doctorate level of 

education (8 did not report education). Leaders reported working for their current 

organization for an average of 13.27 years (range 1–42) and being in their current 

profession for an average of 21.51 years (range 1–42).   

Direct-report sample   
Through the survey process, leaders identified an average of three direct reports to 

respond to the survey on their behalf (a total of 131 direct reports). The leader 

provided name and e-mail information on the survey identifying the direct reports that 

might be contacted. The leaders also sent out an e-mail to those direct reports 

indicating that I would be contacting them. I sent out e-mails to the identified direct 

reports inviting them to take the survey. In that e-mail, I included information about 

confidentiality and the handling of the results. I also included a link to the other-rater 

survey and a deadline for completion along with my contact information (see 

Appendix D). See Appendix E for the other-rater survey instructions and Appendix F 

for the other-rater survey. 

Direct report sample gender and age distribution  
Complete data was collected from 131direct-report respondents. A total of 52 (42%) 

reported as female and 72 (53%) reported as male. Seven respondents (5%) did not 

report gender. Table 3 below displays the age brackets as reported by the direct-
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reports. It reveals a broad range of ages within the sample with the 25–30 bracket 

having most respondents. 

Direct report sample education  
Seven direct-report respondents (5%) reported high school as their highest level of 

education. A total of 13 (10%) reported a two-year degree as their highest education; 

66 (50%) indicated a bachelor’s degree here; 34 (26%) reported a master’s level of 

education; and 4 (3%) reported a doctorate level of education. Seven respondents 

(5%) did not respond to the education question. These direct-reports reported working 

for their current organization for an average of 10.10 years (range 1–36) and being in 

their current profession for an average of 14.37 years (range 1–41).   

Table 3. Summary of Sample Demographics 
 

Respondent Characteristics Leaders Direct Reports 

 Count % Count % 

Gender     

Male 18 34% 52 40% 

Female 27 51% 72 55% 

Missing 8 15% 7 5% 

Age     

25–30 1 2% 27 21% 

31–35 3 6% 14 11% 

36–40 4 8% 18 14% 

41–45 6 11% 13 10% 

46–50 11 21% 20 15% 

51–55 9 17% 12 9% 
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56–60 7 13% 13 10% 

61–65 4 8% 7 5% 

Over 65 8 15% 7 5% 

Missing 0 0 0  

Education     

High School 1 2% 7 5% 

Two-year degree 0 0% 13 10% 

Bachelor’s degree 9 17% 66 50% 

Master’s degree 24 44% 34 26% 

Doctoral degree 11 20% 4 3% 

Missing 9 17% 7 5% 
 

Confidentiality 
To ensure the confidentiality of the respondents (leader and direct reports), I assigned 

a study code to each leader and direct report team who responded to the survey. I 

stored a separate document that linked the study code to the subjects’ identifying 

information in a separate locked file cabinet. I stored the coded files on my password-

protected computer in a secure environment. I backed up the data and stored it on a 

password-protected external hard drive in a locked file cabinet. I did not tell the 

leaders which of their direct reports responded and which did not, nor did I tell them 

which direct reports I interviewed. I identified the interview transcriptions by 

assigned code and stored them in a locked file cabinet.  
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Survey Instrumentation 
All measures used in this research were examined to discern their distributions in this 

sample and their internal reliability. Results are presented below for each measure. 

Benevolent Leadership Scale (BLS)   
The BLS (Karakas & Sarigollu, 2012), an 84-item survey, was used to collect the 

quantitative data for this research. Descriptive analysis for the BLS and its subscales 

indicated the Cronbach’s Alpha scores ranging from .848–.922 on the subscales and 

.945 on the overall BLS. These scores exceeded the recommended threshold of .70 

(Nunnally, 1978). These scores provided evidence of internal consistency and 

reliability. Eight items were identified through the exploratory factor analysis, and 

four factors were used for the confirmatory factor analysis. Convergent validity for all 

four subscales was supported and was significant at the .05 level (Karakas & 

Sarigollu, 2012). 

 

Both the leaders and the direct reports completed a version of the BLS. The version 

completed by the direct-reports was modified such that the questions were referring to 

the direct-reports’ leader (thus, they were not self-reporting on their own 

benevolence, they were providing their perception of the leaders’ benevolence). The 

format of the questionnaire asks respondents to indicate on a scale of 1 (strongly 

disagree) to 5 (strongly agree) the degree to which a series of statements accurately 

describe the leader. 
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The primary measure of leader benevolence for this study was the direct-reports’ 

perceptions of the leaders’ benevolence. Data collection provided data from several 

direct-reports on the same leader. Of course, the number of direct reports per leader 

varied. Leaders had between 1 and 5 direct reports scoring them on benevolence.  

Table 4 below displays the distribution of the number of raters for the leaders. Data 

reveal that the modal number of raters was 2 with 25 leaders having 3 or more raters. 

Table 4. Distribution of Number of Raters per Leader 
 

Number of 
Raters 

N of Leaders with this 
Number of Raters 

1 1 

2 15 

3 8 

4 10 

5 7 
 

The reliability of the raters was assessed post hoc to validate the decision to take the 

raters’ average scores as the leaders’ primary measure on the BLS. A one-way 

random effects model interclass correlation coefficient (ICC) analysis using the 

means was selected because each subject (leader) had a different set of raters (direct 

reports) located in different locations (Koo & Li, 2016). Thus, 40 ICCs were 

calculated. Table 5 below presents the distribution of the ICCs in the sample. Koo and 

Li (2016) indicated that ICCs with values less than 0.5 are indicative of poor 

reliability, ICCs with values between 0.5 and 0.75 indicate moderate reliability, ICCs 
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with values between 0.75 and 0.9 indicate good reliability, and ICCs with values 

greater than 0.90 indicate excellent reliability. Table 5 shows that 26 of the 40 ICCs 

calculated (65%) were above .90, and that, overall, 33 of the 40 computed were well 

above acceptable ranges for reliability.  

Table 5. ICC Range 
 

Respondent Number ICC Number of 
Raters 

6591689652 .99 2 

6580062426 .99 2 

6538873446 .98 5 

6531353509 .98 2 

6565822948 .98 5 

6531959537 .98 4 

6563856452 .98 2 

6576367353 .98 4 

6533206321 .97 4 

6530046316 .97 4 

6465072322 .97 5 

6480483594 .96 3 

6489048363 .96 2 

6564023353 .96 2 

6480810354 .95 2 

6546775904 .95 3 

6531036774 .94 3 

6485049836 .94 4 

6459970196 .93 4 
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Respondent Number ICC Number of 
Raters 

6467127248 .93 4 

6529311457 .93 2 

6526308794 .92 4 

6516063932 .91 4 

6489035335 .90 2 

6518453298 .89 5 

6458856945 .88 2 

6459918778 .88 2 

6512108200 .87 3 

6511824526 .86 2 

6476045958 .76 4 

6525054723 .76 3 

6509366233 .76 3 

6460128375 .67 2 

6552265310 .25 5 

6467402268 .19 5 

6467422993 .00 3 

6511592823 .00 2 

6509808826 .00 2 

6527726856 .00 3 

6546865142 .00 5 
 

While the typical practice is to remove the lowest scores, I decided to keep them in. 

Koo and Li (2016) indicated that there are no standard values or acceptable reliability 

using ICC, and the above ranges are used as a guide: 

We have to understand that there are no standard values for acceptable 
reliability using ICC. A low ICC could not only reflect the low degree 
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of rater or measurement agreement but also relate to the lack of 
variability among the sampled subjects, the small number of subjects, 
and the small number of raters being tested. As a rule of thumb, 
researchers should try to obtain at least 30 heterogeneous samples and 
involve at least 3 raters whenever possible when conducting a 
reliability study. (p. 158) 

 

Based on this, the low ICCs in this study may be related to the lack of variability 

among the subjects and the small number of subjects and raters. James (1982) 

suggested that low ICCs should stimulate questions related to individuals in the 

organization experiencing the same situational cues and stimuli or differences in 

affective and cognitive factors like cognitive complexity, job satisfaction, job 

involvement, and self-esteem that “might predispose them to assign different 

meanings to the same stimulus” (p. 222). Therefore, these types of sample size issues 

and rater variability would be appropriate to address in future research.  

 

The primary measure of leader benevolence for this study was the direct-reports’ 

perceptions of the leaders’ benevolence rather than the leaders’ self-reports. Table 6 

below displays the basic descriptives and alpha (the measure of internal reliability) 

for both the direct-reports’ scores on the BLS and the leaders’ self-perception of 

benevolence on the BLS for this study. 
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Table 6. Descriptive Statistical Measures for Self- and Other-Rater BLS 
 

  
Mean 

 
Range 

 
SD 

Scale 
alpha 

 
Kurtosis 

 
Skew 

 

Direct 
Reports 

BLS 
(N=41) 

 
4.22 

 
3.61–
4.95 

 
.37 

 
.96 

 
-1.07 

 
-.37 

Leaders 
BLS 

(N=41) 
 

 
4.20 

 
3.33–
4.93 

 
.46 

 
.95 

 
-1.13 

 
-.30 

 
 

The descriptive statistics reveal that all ratings of benevolence were relatively high. It 

is noteworthy to acknowledge the fact that none of the leaders scored below 3.0 on 

the overall scale from either group. One explanation for this may be that the snowball 

sampling skewed the sample. In other words, leaders who tended toward a benevolent 

approach referred me to other leaders who also tended toward a benevolent approach. 

Further, the leaders may have invited only those direct reports whom they knew 

would view them positively or who shared a tendency toward benevolent leadership. 

Social desirability bias may also have been at play for both groups. While using the 

direct report input helps to alleviate social desirability bias in the leaders (Atwater et 

al., 1998), the fact that selection of those direct reports was not completely random 

may have influenced the results.   
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The range on both versions of the measure is above the midpoint of the scale. Both 

measures exhibited excellent reliability with alphas above .90. Results also indicate 

both variables reasonably approximate a normal distribution. 

Perceived organizational performance (POP) 
Karakas and Sarigollu (2012) hypothesized that there would be a positive relationship 

between leaders’ self-report BLS scores and their POP scores. Their findings indicate 

a positive direct effect (.47, p < .05) on POP and that benevolent leadership 

contributed to 12.8% of the variance in POP (Karakas & Sarigollu, 2012).  

 

In the current study, both the leaders and the direct reports provided their perceptions 

of their work teams’ performance in comparison to the performance of other work 

teams in the organization. The format of the questionnaire asks respondents to 

indicate on a scale of 1 (much worse) to 5 (much better) how their team compared to 

other teams. Throughout this research, the primary measure of POP was the average 

of these two measures (the leaders’ self-report POP scores and the aggregated direct 

report POP scores). Table 7 below displays the basic descriptives and alpha (the 

measure of internal reliability) for both the direct-reports’ POP scores and the POP 

scores provided by the leaders.   
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Table 7. Descriptive Statistics for POP 
 

  Mean Range SD Scale alpha  Kurtosis Skew 

Direct 
Reports 
POP 
(N=41) 
 

 
3.95 

 
3.10–
5.00 

 
.44 

 
.89 

 
-.38 

 
.45 

Leaders  
POP 
(N=52) 
 

 
3.87 

 
2.70–
5.00 

 
.56 

 
.88 

 
-.69 

 
.07 

Primary 
POP 
Measure 
(N=41) 
 

 
3.93 

 
3.23–
4.80 

 
.39 

 
.89 

 
.20 

 
-.58 

 
 

Individualism-collectivism measure 
Another primary measure in this study assessed leaders’ levels of individualism and 

collectivism. Individualism was measured using 10 items from Wagner and Moch’s 

(1986) Individualism-Collectivism Scale. The assessment achieved sufficient 

convergence on the factor analysis excluding one factor. I eliminated that factor for 

my survey. The assessment achieved construct validity at significant levels as well 

(Wagner & Moch, 1986). 

 

Leaders completed the 10-item measure designed to assess their levels of 

individualism (versus collectivism). Leaders responded on a scale of 1 (strongly 
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disagree) to 5 (strongly agree) the extent to which a series of statements accurately 

described them. This measure was scored such that higher scores indicate a higher 

level of individualism (thus, a lower level of collectivism). Initial reliability analyses 

of these 10 items produced an unacceptable alpha of .50. Continued exploration of 

the data indicated that a revised version of this scale using only seven items produced 

a scale with an acceptable alpha of .70. Thus, the individualism measure for this 

study was a revised scale consisting of seven items. The descriptive statistics for this 

measure are displayed in Table 8 below. Data reveal that the mean for this sample 

was just slightly below the midpoint of the scale suggesting these leaders generally 

had a slight tendency toward collectivism. 

Table 8. Descriptive Statistics for Individualism-Collectivism Scale 
 

 Mean Range SD Scale alpha Kurtosis Skew 

Individualism-
Collectivism 

2.43 1.14–
3.43 

.51 .70 -.43 .05 

 

Competitiveness measure 
An adaptation of Smither and Houston’s (1992) Competitiveness Index was used 

based on the research by Newby and Klein (2014). Items on this scale demonstrated 

significant levels of both exploratory and confirmatory factor analysis as well as 

significant levels of reliability (Newby & Klein, 2014). Twelve items were selected 

from this index to measure the level of the leader’s competitiveness. Comrey and Lee 

(1992) suggested that items in a factor analysis that load 0.71 and above are excellent, 
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0.63 and above are very good, 0.55 and above are good, 0.45 and above are fair, and 

0.32 and above are poor. Items from the survey used by Newby and Klein (2014) that 

loaded at 0.71 or above were selected for use in this study. Three items from each 

category of this survey (general competitiveness, dominant competitiveness, 

competitive affectivity, and personal enhancement competitiveness) were chosen 

from this survey (Newby & Klein, 2014).  

 

All leaders completed the 12-item measure of competitiveness. They responded on a 

scale of 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly agree) to a series of questions indicating 

the extent to which the statement described their own orientation to being 

competitive. Table 9 below provides the descriptive statistics for this measure.   

Table 9. Descriptive Statistics for Competitiveness Scale 
 

 Mean Range SD Scale alpha Kurtosis Skew 

Competitiveness (N=53) 2.91 1.17–
4.67 

.72 .90 -.10 .14 

 

Quantitative Data Analysis 
In this study, my quantitative analyses were performed in order to triangulate with the 

qualitative data. The hypotheses that are put forward present expected associations 

between variables and concepts. They do not predict causal relationships. Thus, the 

general analytical strategy is correlational. While correlational research cannot 

address issues of causality, it is effective, direct, and clear in identifying associations 
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among variables. The data analysis process was iterative in that basic quantitative 

tests were performed first with supplementary analyses (clearly marked) performed as 

new questions emerged from the basic results or the qualitative analyses. Several 

procedures were run on the raw data provided by both leaders and direct reports to 

explore the possibility of response biases and validate completeness of data.   

Missing data 
All cases were checked for completeness. Respondents with more than 10% missing 

responses were eliminated. Analyses revealed that five direct reports (out of 136 

responses, 4%) did not provide meaningfully complete data and were removed 

completely from analyses. Seven of the remaining direct reports declined to provide 

some form of demographic data (gender, age, or education). These responses were 

checked to see if there was any pattern regarding the leader they were reporting on or 

industry type. All missing responses were on different leaders indicating no 

systematic bias. These responses were retained in the sample.  

 

Overall, there were 54 responses to the leader survey. One response had to be 

dropped because of an excess of missing data. Another eight leaders declined to 

provide some form of demographic data. These were retained in the main analyses. 

Of the 53 leaders responding, 12 did not provide direct report information, and they 

were removed from the analysis.  



82 
 

 

Response biases 
Data records were visually examined to identify any instances of “straight line” or 

“Christmas tree” response patterns. None were apparent in either the leader or the 

direct report data sets. Additionally, the frequency distributions of all study variables 

were examined to identify outliers. There were no extreme outliers in either sample. 

Quantitative Results 
The quantitative part of this study set out to determine how leaders rate themselves on 

the BLS. It also set out to determine how leaders perceive the level of organizational 

performance and how that relates to benevolent leadership. Further, the quantitative 

part of the study sought to understand how direct reports experience benevolent 

leadership tendencies in their leaders. In conducting the analysis for the quantitative 

results, the BLS score referred to is the score of all four subscales determined by the 

direct reports. For deeper analysis, some tests did use the leaders’ scores. This is 

indicated in the hypothesis and is worded “leaders’ BLS score.” 

Differences between leader and direct report scores on the BLS 

Hypothesis 1: Leaders perceive their benevolent leadership tendencies higher than 
that perceived by their direct-reports.    
 

The first research question focuses on the perception differences, if any, between the 

leader and their self-reports in terms of the leader’s benevolence tendencies. The first 

hypothesis predicts that the mean score on the BLS for the leaders (self-report) will 

be higher than the mean score on the BLS provided by the leaders’ direct reports 

(other-report). This expectation was tested using an independent samples t-test 
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comparing the self-reported BLS of the individual leader with the average of the 

other-reported BLS provided by that leader’s direct reports. This method was selected 

based on the two nominal groups (leader and direct report) and their scores on the 

BLS. Means for both forms of the BLS (self and other) were nearly identical (self-

BLS mean = 4.23, other-BLS mean = 4.22; N = 41). Thus, the t-test for differences in 

means was non-significant (t = .02; p. = .98). Perception of leader’s benevolent 

leadership tendencies was hypothesized to be higher than that perceived by their 

direct-reports; therefore, hypothesis 1 was not supported. This is a similar result to 

Lee and Carpenter (2018), who also predicted the leaders to score themselves higher 

on a leadership tool than their other-raters. Their study also revealed very similar 

outcomes with means of leaders and other-raters being very close to each other. Lee 

and Carpenter (2018) found that leaders overestimated task-related behaviors and 

underestimated relationship behaviors. 

 

An examination of the distributions of each construct revealed that there was more 

variability among the leaders’ self-rating than in the ratings of the direct-reports. The 

self-BLS (N = 41) ranged from 3.32–4.93 with an SD of .46. The other-BLS (N = 41) 

ranged from 3.61–4.95 with an SD of .37. A summary of this data is in Table 10 

below. 
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Table 10. Means for Self-Reported BLS and Other-Reported BLS 
 

 Mean Range SD 

Self-Report BLS 4.23 3.33–4.93 .46 

Other-Report BLS 4.22 3.61–4.95 .37 
 

Further exploration of this hypothesis was undertaken to examine the self-other 

difference in the BLS by level of BLS. Leaders were assigned to low, medium, and 

high BLS groups based on their score on the BLS ratings provided by the direct 

reports. Breaking the data into three categories was determined by using 4.4 as a 

breaking point between high- and medium- scoring leaders, indicating a 0.05 

difference at the break point, and 3.99 as a break point from medium- and low-

scoring leaders, indicating a 0.07 difference between the scores. This breakdown 

allowed for relatively equal groups to form between the high- and low- scoring 

leaders. Leaders with BLS scores above 4.44 were in the high group (n = 15), leaders 

with BLS scores between 4.39 and 4.06 were in the medium group (n = 12), and 

leaders with BLS scores below 3.99 were in the low group (n = 14). Table 11 and 

Table 12 below reveal an interesting pattern in the data. Both the high and the 

medium BLS groups (as determined by the other-BLS scores) have mean self-BLS 

scores lower than the means for the other-BLS scores. On the contrary, the low BLS 

group had a mean self-BLS score higher than the mean for the other-BLS score.   
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A one-way analysis of variance (ANOVA) was performed testing the group 

differences on the difference scores on the total BLS. This method was selected 

because three nominal groups (high, medium, low) were determined measuring one 

variable using one test. It yielded a significant F (2, 38) of 6.97 (p. = .00). Paired 

comparisons revealed that the mean for the high BLS group was significantly higher 

than the mean for the low BLS group (p. = .00). It also revealed that the mean for 

medium BLS group was significantly higher than the low BLS group (p. = .00). Table 

11and Table 12 show the comparative data. 

Table 11. Mean Differences Between Groups 
 

 Low BLS Group Medium BLS 
Group 

High BLS Group 

 Self-
Rating 

Other-
Rating 

Self-
Rating 

Other-
Rating 

Self-
Rating 

Other-
Rating 

BLS 
Score 

4.15 3.79 4.09 4.26 4.42 4.6 
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Table 12. Differences between High, Medium and Low BLS Scores 
 

 
 
 

Diff. 
on 

Total 
BLS 

Difference 
on Ethical 
Sensitivity 

Difference 
on 

Spiritual 
Depth 

Difference 
on Positive 

Engagement 

Difference on 
Community 

Responsiveness 

Low 
BLS 

.35 .39 .49 .17 .36 

Medium 
BLS 

-.13 -.05 -.07 -.28 -.12 

High 
BLS 

-.19 -.07 -.12 -.21 -.39 

 
 

One explanation for this more nuanced difference when the analysis is broken down 

from high, medium, and low scores may be accounted for by the observation made in 

Atwater et al. (1998) regarding discrepancies on self- and other-rater assessments. 

Often a range of discrepancy between scores exists that stretches from leaders being 

in agreement with the other-rater scores to leaders underestimating their performance 

to leaders overestimating their performance as it relates to others’ ratings. Van 

Velsor, Taylor, and Leslie (1993) indicated that under-raters, such as those indicated 

by the high and medium range BLS scores in this research, often indicates higher 

self-awareness and leadership effectiveness on the part of the leader, while 

overestimation indicates lower self-awareness and leadership effectiveness. This 

could be a possible explanation for the difference in scores between the self- and 

other-rater scores. Overestimation often occurs because of impression management or 

social desirability concerns (Ashford, 1989). As previously stated, despite the 
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addition of the other-rater component to the study, social desirability bias may still be 

an issue. 

Hypothesis 2: The self-other-rater mean difference will be significantly higher for 
spiritual depth than for ethical sensitivity, positive engagement, and community 
responsiveness. 
 

The second hypothesis predicted differences among the subscales within the BLS. 

Specifically, the prediction was that the difference between the self-rated BLS scores 

and the other-rated BLS scores would be greater for the spiritual depth subscale than 

for the other three subscales. One reason for this is that the leaders are often aware of 

behaviors or thoughts they engage in that others are not (Allen et al., 2000). Spiritual 

depth would fall into this category. Leaders may embrace certain ideas, beliefs, 

values, etc., that they may not share with co-workers due to the sensitivity around 

spirituality and religious associations in the workplace.  

 

As a preliminary exploration, the relationships between the four subscales on the 

other-rater BLS were explored. Table 13 below displays the mean scores for all four 

subscales of the BLS for both the self- and other-measures. The means show an 

interesting pattern in that the mean for the spiritual depth factor is the lowest mean for 

both the self- and other-ratings.  
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Table 13. Mean Scores for Subscales of the BLS 
 

 Mean for Self-BLS 
(N = 41) 

Mean for Other-BLS 
(N = 41) 

Ethical Sensitivity 4.53 4.45 

Spiritual Depth 3.88 3.79 

Positive 
Engagement 

4.36 4.47 

Community 
Responsiveness 

4.13 4.16 

 

A repeated measures one-way ANOVA using the other-BLS subscale scores as the 

within-subjects factor produced a statistically significant F of 124.66 (p. = .000), 

indicating that there were significant differences among two or more of the means. 

Follow up paired t-tests indicated that the mean on the spiritual depth factor was 

significantly lower than all other means.   

 

The global differences between the self-rated BLS and the other-rated BLS can be 

further explored by examining those differences within the groupings of respondent 

by the other-BLS score. Table 14 below shows that breakdown. 
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Table 14. Differences between Self- and Other-Rater Subscale Scores for High, 
Medium, and Low Groups 

 

 Low BLS Group Medium BLS 
Group 

High BLS Group 

 Self-
Rating 

Other-
Rating 

Self-
Rating 

Other-
Rating 

Self-
Rating 

Other-
Rating 

Ethical 
Sensitivity 

4.43 4.04 4.46 4.52 4.53 4.76 

Spiritual Depth 3.72 3.22 3.76 3.82 4.15 4.26 

Positive 
Engagement 

4.26 4.09 4.25 4.53 4.55 4.76 

Community 
Responsiveness 

4.12 3.76 3.99 4.12 4.29 4.68 

 

A direct test of hypothesis 2 requires an examination of the relationship between the 

differences in the self- and other-ratings. Difference scores were calculated for all the 

leaders by simply subtracting the other-rater BLS scores (all four subscales) from the 

self-rated BLS subscale scores. This procedure produced a set of difference scores for 

each BLS subscale. Table 15 below displays range, SD, and the mean difference 

score for each subscale. 
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Table 15. Range, SD, and Mean Difference for BLS Subscales 
 

 Minimum Maximum SD Mean Self-Other 
Difference 

Ethical Sensitivity -.63 1.25 .44 .08 
Spiritual Depth -1.53 1.30 .67 .09 
Positive Engagement -1.05 1.30 .47 -.11 
Community 
Responsiveness 

 
-1.40 

 
1.02 

 
.59 

 
-.06 

 

The data reveal that the means for the ethical sensitivity and spiritual depth subscales 

tended to be greater in the self-rated BLS than the other-rated BLS. Conversely, the 

means on the positive engagement and community responsiveness subscales tended to 

be higher on the other-rated BLS than on the self-rated BLS. The explanation for 

higher scores on the leader report in spiritual depth and ethical sensitivity aligns with 

what Allen et al. (2000) found in their research. The leaders are more aware of their 

own thoughts and beliefs as it relates to spirituality and ethics. These are things that 

other people may not be aware of. In turn, the positive engagement and community 

responsiveness scales are places where underestimation on the part of the leader 

occurs due to humility and deeper self-awareness (Van Velsor et al., 1993). 

 

A repeated measures ANOVA was performed using the subscale difference scores as 

the within subjects factor. This produced a significant F value of 3.85 (p. = .01). 

Follow up paired t-tests comparing the mean difference scores for the spiritual depth 

subscale with the other three subscales revealed that the comparison of the self-other 



91 
 

 

difference score for spiritual depth was significantly larger than the score for positive 

engagement (t = 2.43, p. = .01) and community responsiveness (t = 1.96. p. = .03). 

Therefore, there is partial support for hypothesis 2. 

 

Further exploration of this hypothesis was accomplished by comparing the mean 

differences in the subscale scores across levels of the BLS. A series of one-way 

ANOVAs were performed with BLS group (low, medium, and high) as the 

independent variable and the self-other difference scores of each BLS subscale as the 

dependent variables. Results indicated significant differences among groups for all 

BLS subscales (ethical sensitivity, spiritual depth, positive engagement, and 

community responsiveness). The analysis of ethical sensitivity produced a significant 

F (2, 38) of 6.12 (p. = .01). Planned comparisons showed that the mean for the low 

BLS group was significantly larger than the means for the other two groups. The 

analysis of spiritual depth produced a significant F (2, 38) of 3.75 (p. =.03). Again, 

planned comparisons showed that the mean for the low BLS group was significantly 

higher both the other groups. The analysis of positive engagement produced a 

significant F (2, 38) of 3.95 (p. =.03). Planned comparisons showed that the mean for 

the low BLS group was significantly higher both the other groups. Finally, the 

analysis of community responsiveness produced a significant F (2, 38) of 7.50 (p. = 

.00). Planned comparisons showed that the mean for the low BLS group was 

significantly higher both the other groups. 
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It is also important to note that social desirability and common method bias may have 

a role, especially related to ethical sensitivity, positive engagement, and community 

responsiveness. While the use of the other-raters is a measure to control for such 

common rater effects, along with using both quantitative and qualitative data, there 

are still concerns about other types of biases. Podsakoff, MacKenzie, Lee, and 

Podsakoff (2003) identified several factors that could cause the biases. Consistency 

motif, which concerns the respondent trying to remain consistent in their responses, 

may play a part in some of the respondents’ answers, either leader or direct report. 

Rather than responding to each item as an independent item, there is a tendency for 

raters to want to present as consistent and rationale for the series of question. This is 

especially true when raters are asked to provide retrospective accounts of things, such 

as this study purports (Podsakoff et al., 2003). Another bias potentially affecting the 

results in this study is the leniency bias (Podsakoff et al., 2003). This bias concerns 

respondents attributing socially desirable traits to people they like. This bias is 

especially true of the direct reports wanting their leader to look favorable to the 

researcher. Future studies need to address these biases more directly. More will be 

said about this in the limitations section of this study. 

Hypothesis 3: The spiritual depth and community responsiveness scores will be 
higher for those scoring high on the BLS (as rated by their direct reports). 
 

Hypothesis 3 specifically focused on the BLS sub-scores and their contributions to 

the overall BLS between the groups. In this hypothesis, I predicted the scores on the 
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spiritual depth and community responsiveness subscales would be higher for the 

high-scoring group in comparison to the low-scoring group. Table 16 below displays 

the mean scores for all four BLS subscales for each of these groups.   

Table 16. Means on BLS Subscales for High, Medium, and Low Groups 
 

 
 

Spiritual 
Depth 

Community 
Responsiveness 

Ethical 
Sensitivity 

Positive 
Engagement 

High BLS 4.27 4.68 4.76 4.78 

Medium BLS 3.82 4.12 4.52 4.53 

Low BLS 3.23 3.76 4.03 4.09 
 

Four separate ANOVAs were performed to test the hypothesis directly. For each of 

these, the BLS group was the independent variable with the four factors of the BLS 

being used as the dependent variables. The relatively small group sizes make 

achieving conventional levels of statistical significance difficult, but the ANOVA 

results showed trends that generally support the hypothesis (see Table 17 below).  

Table 17. BLS and Subscales  
 

Dependent Variable F (2, 38) Significance of F 

Spiritual Depth 1.45 .12 

Community 
Responsibility 

.97 .19 

Ethical Sensitivity 1.83 .09 

Positive Engagement 2.38 .06 
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Results show that the group means for all four factors of the BLS approach statistical 

significance, although none meet the convention of p. < .05. Again, considering the 

small group sizes, this data suggests the predicted relationships may indeed be 

present. In fact, many correlational studies with sample sizes comparable to the 

samples here do specify significance at .10. However, even if p. < .10 were used, only 

ethical sensitivity and positive engagement would reach significance, which is the 

opposite of what was hypothesized.  

 

A more focused analysis compared only the high BLS group with the low BLS group 

for each dimension of the BLS. Table 18 below displays the results of the t-tests 

comparing the high and low groups on each of the four dimensions of the BLS. The 

results indicate there are significant differences between the high and low groups. 

Spiritual depth and community responsiveness were hypothesized to be higher for the 

high-scoring group on the BLS in comparison to the low-scoring group, which was 

supported. However, the scores in the positive engagement and ethical sensitivity 

were also high, so these results do not distinguish spiritual depth and community 

responsiveness from ethical sensitivity and personal engagement. As a result, 

hypothesis 3 is only partially supported.  
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Table 18. Differences between High- and Low- Scoring Leaders 
 

 Ethical 
Sensitivity 

Spiritual 
Depth 

Personal 
Engagement 

Community 
Responsiveness 

High 
BLS 
(mean) 

 
4.76 

 
4.27 

 
4.76 

 
4.68 

Low 
BLS 
(mean) 

 
4.03 

 
3.22 

 
4.10 

 
3.76 

 t = 10.01 t = 6.81 t = 9.63 t = 9.2 

 p. =.00 p. =.00 p. =.00 p. =.00 
 

Despite the scores being high, a more detailed breakdown of the subscales by 

question reveals a significant difference in spiritual depth and community 

responsiveness as predicted for all the questions. Table 19 shows the mean scores for 

each question in the spiritual depth subscale. The significant difference in scores 

between the high-scoring and low-scoring leaders begins to illuminate more 

specifically what high-scoring leaders do, according to the scale, regarding 

incorporating spirituality into their work life. Most questions show at least a one-

point difference between the mean scores. Table 20 shows a similar trend for the 

community responsiveness subscale. 
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Table 19. Spiritual Depth Subscale Questions 
 

Benevolent Leadership Scale Spiritual Depth 
Subscale Questions  

(Based on Direct Report Scores) 

Low 
BLS 

(n=47) 

Med 
BLS 

(n=44) 

High 
BLS 

(n=38) 

This leader spends time on self-reflection, 
meditation, or prayer at work. 

2.79 3.7 4.03 

This leader tries to find a deeper sense of 
meaning in their work and in their leadership. 

3.77 4.36 4.68 

This leader tries to incorporate their spirituality 
into the work they do. 

2.66 3.36 3.74 

This leader believes that we are all 
interconnected and part of a meaningful whole. 

3.57 4 4.5 

This leader appears vitally alive and passionate 
when they bring their soul into work. 

3.57 4.3 4.71 

This leader’s spirituality makes them a more 
helpful and compassionate leader. 

3.15 3.68 4.18 

This leader’s spirituality makes them a gentler 
person towards their colleagues 

3.13 3.52 4.18 

This leader tries to nurture or support the 
spiritual growth of their colleagues around 
them. 

 
3.04 

 
3.66 

 
4.16 

When this leader is faced with an important 
decision at work, it appears their spirituality 
plays an important role in their actions. 

 
2.94 

 
3.45 

 
3.97 

This leader is always searching for something 
that makes their life feel significant and 
satisfying. 

 
3.66 

 
3.98 

 
4.42 
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Table 20. Community Responsiveness Subscale Questions 
 

Benevolent Leadership Scale Community 
Responsiveness Subscale Questions  

(Based on Direct Report Scores) 

Low 
BLS 

(n=47) 

Med 
BLS 

(n=44) 

High 
BLS 

(n=38) 

In work, this leader strives to help other people 
in the organization and in their community. 

4.36 4.61 4.92 

Care for the community drives this leader’s 
leadership at work. 

3.47 3.77 4.53 

The work this leader does makes a difference 
in people’s lives around them. 

4.06 4.59 4.87 

This leader cares about the legacy they will 
leave for future generations. 

3.94 4.36 4.71 

This leader feels and acts like a responsible 
leader in their community. 

3.96 4.05 4.76 

This leader is hopeful about what we can 
accomplish in this organization. 

4.21 4.66 4.87 

This leader goes beyond their job definition to 
contribute to their community and to the 
world. 

 
3.45 

 
3.93 

 
4.74 

This leader is willing to devote time and 
energy to things that are important to the 
community. 

 
3.7 

 
3.95 

 
4.58 

This leader is actively involved in social 
responsibility projects for community benefit. 

3.32 3.77 4.37 

This leader gives time and money to charitable 
causes in their community. 

3.36 3.89 4.39 

  

The differences on the ethical sensitivity and positive engagement scales are 

significant for some of the questions, but not for all. For a complete group breakdown 

of the BLS mean scores by question, see Appendix G.  
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This finding begins to shed light on the defining dimensions for benevolent leaders. 

While differences exist in the ethical sensitivity scale, the lack of significant variance 

across the scale seems to indicate that ethical sensitivity functions as a baseline 

behavior for all leaders. The same might holds true for positive engagement, as the 

significant differences between scores was not as pronounced. Specific questions 

within the spiritual depth and community responsiveness scales also begin to 

illustrate a pattern regarding what the high-scoring leaders do differently from the 

low-scoring leaders. Specifically, the practice of prayer and meditation in the 

workplace, the incorporation of spirituality into their work, the nurturing of 

spirituality in others at work, and the way the leader’s spiritualty guides their 

decisions show a large difference between low and high leaders. Additionally, the 

care, contribution, and desire to leave a legacy in the community and world also 

present a significant differentiator between the levels of leaders. Chapters Four and 

Five offer deeper understanding into the impact of this finding. 

BLS scores and perceived organizational performance (POP) 
The next series of hypotheses focused on the relationships between the BLS scores 

(two versions: one provided by the direct reports and one provided by a self-report by 

the leaders) and measures of POP. Three versions of POP were calculated. One 

version was the POP self-reported by the leader. The second was a POP provided by 

the leaders’ direct-reports. The primary measure was an average of the leaders’ POP 

and the POP provided for that leader by the leader’s direct reports. Table 21 below 

presents the intercorrelations of these BLS and POP measures. Table 22 provides the 
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mean scores for leader POP and direct report POP for each item and demonstrates the 

close agreement between the leaders and direct reports. Explanations relevant to 

individual hypotheses are explored further below. 

Table 21. POP Scores Leader, Direct Report and Average POP 
 

 POP by 
Leaders 

POP by Direct 
Reports 

Averaged 
POP 

Self-Reported 
BLS 

.51* .13 .35* 

BLS by Direct 
Reports 

.10 .52* .36* 

*p. < .05 
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Table 22. Means for POP Items for Leaders and DRs 
 

 Leaders’ Scores DR Scores 

 Mean SD Mean SD 

Financial performance of the team 3.68 .650 3.68 .765 

Employee engagement of the team 4.15 .823 4.00 .826 

Client satisfaction of the team 4.00 .707 3.87 .787 

Attracting and retaining top talent 3.95 .773 3.79 .860 

Utility/Productivity 3.95 .669 3.88 .813 

Quality of relationship among team 
members 

4.15 .792 4.09 .849 

Of ethical practice (honesty, 
integrity) 

3.71 .782 3.98 .868 

Sense of meaning and purpose 
among team members 

3.85 .792 3.83 .892 

Team’s commitment to the greater 
good of the organization 

3.90 .768 3.97 .806 

Team’s level of innovation 3.68 .907 3.79 .793 
 

Hypothesis 4: BLS scores (determined by other rater scores) will be positively related 
to perceived organizational performance POP (determined by a composite score from 
leader and direct reports). 
 

Hypothesis 4 predicted a positive association between the BLS scores (represented by 

the other-rated BLS scores) and POP (calculated by averaging the leaders’ POP score 

with the direct-reports’ POP Score). The data show strong support for hypothesis 

4. The bivariate correlation (Pearson’s r) between the other-rated BLS scores and 
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POP (represented by the averaged POP score) was .36 (p. = .02) indicating a strong 

positive association between the measures.  

  

This hypothesis was explored further by looking at the associations between the BLS 

and POP at each level of the BLS. Table 23 below displays the bivariate correlations 

for BLS and POP for the low, medium, and high BLS groups. An interesting trend is 

apparent in the correlations. The data show that the association between BLS scores 

and POP is stronger within the high BLS group than in the other two groups at a 

significant level. This trend indicates that leaders who demonstrate higher benevolent 

leadership practices also report higher perceptions of organizational performance. 

This idea is supported in the qualitative data through the stories of the direct reports. 

However, the performance in this study is based on perception. This finding is 

significant enough to warrant using some sort of objective measure to rate 

organizational performance to determine actual impact on organizational outcomes 

and performance, especially as it relates to leader performance.  

 

From a managerial perspective, if exercising benevolent leadership results in higher 

organizational performance because of the positive effect it has on direct reports and 

their performance, it leads to follow that organizations may want to develop 

benevolent tendencies in their leaders to obtain higher organizational performance. 

This, coupled with the findings in the previous hypothesis focused on differences in 

the spiritual depth and community responsiveness subscales, begins to present an 
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image of a leader who leads more holistically, and something in that integrated 

dynamic has the perception of a positive impact on the organization. Deeper 

exploration into this finding might help to further define the specific behaviors and 

practices that an organization may want to develop in their employees. Chapters Four 

and Five may help to clarify this further. 

 

Additionally, the association between BLS scores and POP within the low group is 

negative (although not statistically significant). The cause of this finding is not clear. 

More information from direct reports and leaders would help facilitate better 

understanding of this outcome. Chapters Four and Five may also facilitate an 

explanation into this finding. 

Table 23. Associations between BLS and POP by BLS Group 
 

 Low BLS Medium BLS High BLS 

POP -.18 
(p. = .28) 

.26 
(p. = .18) 

.56 
(p. = .02) 

 

Hypothesis 5: The leaders’ self-report BLS scores will be strongly related to the POP 
scores. 
 

Hypothesis 5 focused on the self-report BLS and POP scores predicting that the two 

measures would have a significant positive association. The correlation between the 

leaders’ self-reported BLS and their measure of POP (N=41) was r = .50 (p. = .00). 

The results indicated a significant relationship between the leaders’ self-reports and 
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the POP scores. Thus, hypothesis 5 was supported. This result paralleled the finding 

of Karakas and Sarigollu (2012). 

 

This association was also tested within the BLS groups. Table 24 highlights the 

correlations between the BLS scores and the POP for each of the groups. 

Table 24. Differences between Self-BLS and POP between Groups 
 

     Self-BLS Score 
 Low BLS 

Group 
Med BLS 

Group 
High BLS 

Group 
Perceived 
Organizational 
Performance 

.31 
(p. = .30) 

.48 
(p. = .08) 

.52 
(p. = .06) 

 
 

Hypothesis 6: The other-report BLS scores will be positively related to the other-rater 
POP scores.  
 

Hypothesis 6 predicted that the other-reported BLS measure would be positively 

related to the other-report POP measure. There was strong support for hypothesis 

6. The bivariate correlation between the direct-reports’ BLS scores and their POP 

measure was .51 (p. < .01). This hypothesis was explored further by calculating the 

correlation between the other-rated POP and BLS at the three levels of BLS. That 

data is displayed below in Table 25. 
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Table 25. Differences Between Other-rater BLS and POP Based on Groups 
 

 Low BLS Medium BLS High BLS 

POP -.18 
(p. = .28) 

.26 
(p. = .18) 

.56 
(p. = .02) 

 

The data show that the association between BLS scores and POP is stronger within 

the high BLS group than in the other two groups. One possibility within this outcome 

is that some of the leaders in this group are in critical decision-making positions in 

their organizations (CEO, partner, etc.). These positions of power within the 

organization are most likely going to have a greater impact on POP than some of the 

positions held by leaders who sit a level or two below this top position. 

 

A comparison between the POP leader’s scores and the other-rater POP scores 

showed a positive correlation as well. The correlation between the two measures was 

r = .28 (p. =.04). This suggests that the leaders and the direct reports are perceiving 

organizational performance in the same manner.  

 

Further insight into the relationship between the self- and other-perceptions of 

organizational performance was obtained by looking at the inter-correlation of the 

self-rated POP score and the other-rated POP score within each level of the BLS. 

Table 26 below displays this data.  
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Table 26. Correlation between Self-POP and Other-POP based on Groups 
 

 Self-POP Score 

 Low BLS 
Group 

Med BLS 
Group 

High BLS 
Group 

Other-POP Score -.02 
(p. = .48) 

.25 
(p. = .19) 

.50 
(p. = .04) 

 
Results reveal that the correlation between the two variables is much stronger in the 

high BLS group than the low and medium groups. The more divergent pattern of 

response for the low group suggests that the leaders and direct reports do not perceive 

the POP in the same manner. 

 

Hypothesis 7: Both the positive engagement subscale and the ethical sensitivity 
subscale will be more strongly related to POP than spiritual depth and the community 
responsiveness dimensions.  
 

The seventh hypothesis predicted differential associations between the subscales of 

the BLS and the POP measure such that the association with POP would be stronger 

for positive engagement and ethical sensitivity than for spiritual depth and 

community responsiveness. Table 27 below displays the correlations between each 

subscale of the BLS and the measure of POP. Results show that the POP measure was 

significantly related to all subscales of the BLS except ethical sensitivity (p. = .09). 
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Table 27. Correlation of BLS Subscales and POP 
 

 Positive 
Engagement 

Ethical 
Sensitivity 

Spiritual 
Depth 

Community 
Responsiveness 

POP .39* .21 .31* .30* 

 
Differences between correlation coefficients can be tested through a procedure using 

Fisher’s r to z transformation and applying the relevant z-test (Lee & Preacher, 2013). 

This procedure produced a nonsignificant z value for the comparison between the 

positive engagement/POP correlation and the spiritual depth/POP correlation of .72 

(p. = .24). Also, the difference between the positive engagement/POP correlation and 

the community responsiveness/POP correlation fell short of conventional levels of 

statistical significance (z = .70, p. = .24).   

 

The same procedure was applied to testing the differences between the ethical 

sensitivity/POP correlation and both the spiritual depth/POP correlation and the 

community responsiveness/POP correlation. The z value for the ethical 

sensitivity/POP correlation compared with the spiritual depth/POP correlation was 

.69, p. = .25. The comparison of the ethical sensitivity/POP correlation and the 

community responsiveness/POP correlation produced a z of .74, p. = .23.   

 

This hypothesis was also tested via a multiple regression procedure. The POP 

variable was the dependent variable, and the four factors of the BLS were entered in 

to the equation simultaneously. This procedure produced an overall F (4,36) of 2.20. 
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p. = .04 (R2 = .44). Examination of the standardized coefficients showed that positive 

engagement is the main determinant of POP. In addition, the negative beta for ethical 

sensitivity shows an unexpected sign for betas. It should be noted that the dimensions 

of the BLS are highly intercorrelated (see Table 28). Thus, multicollinearity is a 

significant concern in the interpretation of this data (Table 29).  

Table 28. Correlations of Subscales 
 

 Ethical 
Sensitivity 

Spiritual 
Depth 

Positive 
Engagement 

Spiritual Depth .72   

Positive Engagement .77 .67  

Community 
Responsiveness 

.68 .75 .62 

 

Table 29. Differences between Subscales and POP 
 

 Beta t Significance of t 

Ethical Sensitivity -.36 -.1.34 .09 

Spiritual Depth .14 .55 .30 

Positive Engagement .48 1.97 .03 

Community Responsiveness .14 .59 .28 

Dependent Variable: POP 

 

These results are different from what Karakas (2009) found where the only subscale 

that had a positive relationship with POP was community responsiveness. In Karakas’ 
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(2009) study, non-profit leaders made up a portion of the study group. Their 

participation in Karakas’ (2009) study may have had an impact on the outcome of this 

dimension. The results in the current study align with more recent findings related to 

positive practices and organizational performance (Cameron et al., 2011; Chun et al., 

2013; Schaubroeck et al., 2012; Vogelgesang et al., 2013; Wilderom et al., 2012). 

 

In sum, all the predicted contrasts produced results very near to conventional levels of 

statistical significance. The results indicated that positive engagement had the 

strongest relationship with POP; however, the hypothesis predicted that both positive 

engagement and ethical sensitivity would have strong relationships. Therefore, 

hypothesis 7 is only partially supported.  

 

This hypothesis was also tested within the BLS groupings. Table 30,  
Table 31, and Table 32 below show the correlations between POP and the four factors 

of the BLS for each BLS group. 

Table 30. Low BLS Group 
 

 Positive 
Engagement 

Ethical 
Sensitivity 

Spiritual 
Depth 

Community 
Responsiveness 

POP -.15 
(p. = .61) 

.-.51 
(p. = .07) 

.14 
(p. = .65) 

.27 
(p. = .38) 
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Table 31. Medium BLS Group 
 

 Positive 
Engagement 

Ethical 
Sensitivity 

Spiritual 
Depth 

Community 
Responsiveness 

POP .55 
(p. = .04) 

.39 
(p. = .17) 

.06 
p. = .84) 

-.20 
(p. = .50) 

 

Table 32. High BLS Group 
 

 
 

Positive 
Engagement 

Ethical 
Sensitivity 

Spiritual 
Depth 

Community 
Responsiveness 

POP .53 
(p. = .06) 

-.02 
(p. = .95) 

.29 
(p. = .32) 

.52 
(p. = .06) 

 

In these tables, it is interesting to note that for the high-scoring group both positive 

engagement and community responsiveness are positively correlated at significant 

levels but there is a negative correlation (not significant) with ethical sensitivity. In 

this finding, the role that positive engagement and community responsiveness play in 

POP for the high-scoring leader group is significant. Looking specifically at the 

community responsiveness scale, three statements might help to explain this finding 

more specifically. The three highest scoring statements—the leader is (Table 20) 

“helping people in the organization and community” (4.92), the leader is “making a 

difference in people’s lives” (4.87), and the leader is “hopeful in what the 

organization can accomplish” (4.87)—suggest an integration of positivity and 

community that creates a ripple effect. These leaders, according to the direct reports, 
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act in ways that build people up and communicate impact. It does follow that these 

three statements are also the highest scoring areas for the low-scoring group, but they 

do not reach the level of impact that the high-scoring leader scores demonstrate. 

 

It is also of interest to note that the correlations between positive engagement and 

ethical sensitivity scores for the low-scoring group are negative. Overall, it seems that 

within the low BLS group, the relationship between BLS level and two of the major 

factors of the BLS are quite different than the associations in the other two groups. 

The rationale for this difference may lie in the fact that the leaders in the low-scoring 

group have overestimated their scores in comparison to their direct reports. This 

tendency is seen in the comparison between the leader and other-rater POP scores 

(Table 26). A negative correlation, while not significant, exists between the self- and 

other-POP scores in the low-scoring group. It could be that leaders in this group 

overestimated POP in relation to their direct reports. Again, further exploration into 

the rationale for this finding is necessitated to better understand what is impacting 

these results 

BLS scores, individualism, and competitiveness 
The next set of hypotheses focus on the relationship between the BLS scores and how 

they relate to the values of individualism and competitiveness. 

Hypothesis 8: There will be a negative relationship between other-report BLS scores 
and level of individualism.  
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Hypothesis 8 centered on the relationship between the BLS scores (as provided by the 

direct-reports) and the leaders’ scores on the measure of individualism-collectivism 

measure. For this analysis, a composite score was computed for individualism using 

seven items from the questionnaire, which showed good internal reliability when 

considered together (alpha = .72). It was predicted that there would be a negative 

relationship between BLS and the level of individualism. While the relationship was 

negative, the results revealed no significant relationship between the BLS scores 

(represented by other-ratings of the leaders) and the leaders’ scores on the 

individualism-collectivism measure (r = -.05, p. = .36; N = 41); therefore, hypothesis 

8 is not supported. It is important to note, however, that the scores are moving in the 

predicted direction, indicating that the valuing of individualism does have some 

impact on the level of benevolent leadership. 

 

Again, analyses were repeated within each level of BLS score. Table 33 below shows 

the correlations between the individualism score and the BLS for each BLS group. In 

this analysis, a negative relationship exists between individualism and BLS for the 

low and medium groups, and for the low-scoring group it is significant at the p < .05 

level. What this might indicate is that lower-scoring leaders hold a higher value on 

individualism, whereas the higher-scoring leaders move toward embracing both 

benevolence and individualism. The qualitative findings help to explain the rationale 

for this finding, and Chapters 4 and 5 will go into more in-depth discussion. 
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Table 33. Correlation between Individualism Scores and BLS Broken Down by 
Group 

 

 BLS Score 

 Low BLS 
Group 

Med BLS 
Group 

High BLS 
Group 

Individualism Score -.58* 
(p. = .02) 

-.20 
(p. = .25) 

.08 
(p. = .40) 

 

Hypothesis 9: Both the positive engagement dimension of the BLS and 
the community responsiveness dimension will be more strongly related to 
collectivism than spiritual depth and the ethical sensitivity dimensions. 
 

The ninth hypothesis predicted differential relationships between the subscales of the 

BLS and the measure of individualism-collectivism. Table 34 below presents the 

correlations between the primary BLS measure (the assessment provided by the direct 

reports perceptions) and the leaders’ scores on the individual items within the 

individualism-collectivism measure and reveals that the individualism-collectivism 

measure had no significant relationship with any subscales in the BLS. It was 

predicted that the positive engagement and community responsiveness subscales 

would be more strongly related to collectivism; however, hypothesis 9 was not 

supported by the data. 
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Table 34. Correlations between Individualism Score and Subscales 
 

 Ethical 
Sensitivity 

Spiritual 
Depth 

Positive 
Engagement 

Community 
Responsiveness 

Individualism -.12 -.08 -.01 -.08 
 

Hypothesis 10: There will be a negative relationship between BLS scores and level of 
competitiveness. 
 

Finally, hypothesis 10 predicted a negative relationship between the leaders’ BLS 

scores (provided by the direct-reports) and the leaders’ level of competitiveness. The 

correlation between the primary BLS measure and the leaders’ competitiveness scores 

was r. = .06 (p. = .35). The rationale behind this hypothesis—like the individualism 

scale—was the higher the BLS, the lower the level of competitiveness, therefore, 

forming a negative correlation. That, however, did not come out statistically, and 

hypothesis 10 was not supported. 

 

This analysis was also repeated looking at the correlation between the BLS measure 

and the competitiveness score within each BLS group (Table 35). Unlike the 

correlations for individualism, the negative correlation still did not present itself.  
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Table 35. Competitiveness Score Broken Down by Group 
 

 Low BLS 
Group 

Med BLS 
Group 

High BLS 
Group 

Competitiveness Score .26 
(p. = .19) 

.38 
(p. = .09) 

.35 
(p. = .10) 

 

Table 36 below shows the mean competitiveness scores for the leaders by BLS group. 

It does reveal that the high BLS group’s mean competitiveness score is lower than the 

means for the other two groups. However, a one-way ANOVA indicated these 

differences did not meet conventional levels of statistical significance (F (2,38) = 

1.10; p. = .17). Interestingly, this analysis was repeated using the leaders’ self-BLS 

ratings. The correlation for these scores was r = .21. p. = .06. While just missing the 

level of significance at the p. < .05 level, it does show a closer relationship between 

the leaders’ own perception of BLS and their level of competitiveness. 

Table 36. Mean Competitiveness Scores by BLS Group 
 

 Low BLS Medium BLS High BLS 

Competitiveness  2.98 3.00 2.89 
 

The positive correlation between BLS and competitiveness seems to indicate that the 

leader can see themselves being both benevolent and competitive at the same time. 

Some explanation of this quantitative result is presented in the qualitative data where 

leaders speak about seeing benevolence and competitiveness as separate and that if 
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competitiveness became intrusive in the group or team, then it would not be a good 

thing. Balance seems to be the preference when it comes to both the values of 

individualism and competitiveness and that is reflected in the quantitative data. 

Summary of Quantitative Results 
Hypothesis 1: Leaders perceive their benevolent leadership tendencies higher than 

that perceived by their direct-reports. Hypothesis is not supported. While the 

hypothesis was not supported, those leaders falling into the low-scoring category of 

the BLS did produce BLS scores higher than their direct reports as the hypothesis 

predicted. As explained above, this is a common phenomenon in other-rater situations 

where a pattern of either underestimating (as evidenced in the high-scoring leaders) or 

overestimation (as evidenced by the low-scoring leaders) occurs (Atwater et al., 1998; 

Lee & Carpenter, 2018; Van Velsor et al., 1993). 

 

Hypothesis 2: The self-other-rater mean difference will be significantly higher for 

spiritual depth than for ethical sensitivity, positive engagement, and community 

responsiveness. Hypothesis is partially supported. The partial support for this 

hypothesis is a result of not only the spiritual depth subscale being greater but also the 

ethical sensitivity subscale. Part of the reason for the difference in both these areas 

may have to do with the fact that other-raters may not be privy to the internal 

processing that takes place for the leader in each of these areas. This can account for 

the leader having deeper knowledge of their decisions and actions (Allen et al., 2000). 

 



116 
 

 

Hypothesis 3: The spiritual depth and community responsiveness scores will be 

higher for those scoring high on the BLS (as rated by their direct reports). Hypothesis 

is partially supported. The reason for the partial support of this hypothesis is 

because all four of the subscales of the BLS were higher for the high-scoring group 

and not just the spiritual depth and community responsiveness as predicted. 

 

Hypothesis 4: BLS scores (determined by other-rater scores) will be positively 

related to perceived organizational performance (POP) (determined by a composite 

score from leader and direct report). Hypothesis is supported. 

 

Hypothesis 5: The leaders’ self-report BLS scores will be strongly related to the POP 

scores. Hypothesis is supported. 

 

Hypothesis 6: The other-report BLS scores will be positively related to the other-

rater POP scores. Hypothesis is supported. 

 

While Hypotheses 4, 5, and 6 are all supported, it is important to be reminded that the 

common method biases, as previously mentioned, may play a role in the support of 

these hypotheses. The use of the other-rater input and the mixed methods approach to 

the study help to account for some of the social desirability issues; however, biases 

such as consistency motif, leniency and acquiescence biases, and mood state 
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(tendency to view the world either predominately positive or negative) (Podsakoff et 

al. 2003) may be at play, especially related to the direct report input.   

 

Hypothesis 7: Both the positive engagement subscale and the ethical sensitivity sub-

sale will be more strongly related to perceived organizational performance (POP) 

than spiritual depth and the community responsiveness dimensions. Hypothesis is 

partially supported. The partial support for the hypothesis is a result of only the 

positive engagement scale having a strong relationship with the POP scale. There was 

a negative correlation with ethical sensitivity and POP. This was especially true for 

the low-scoring group. Further research is needed to fully understand what the cause 

of that might be. 

 

Hypothesis 8: There will be a negative relationship between leader BLS scores and 

level of individualism. Hypothesis is not supported. It is, however, important to note 

that the correlation is moving in the hypothesized direction showing some negative 

relationship. A larger sample size may impact this prediction in a significant way. 

 

Hypothesis 9: Both the positive engagement dimension of the BLS and 

the community responsiveness dimension will be more strongly related to 

collectivism than spiritual depth and the ethical sensitivity dimensions. Hypothesis is 

not supported. 
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Hypothesis 10: There will be a negative relationship between BLS scores and level 

of competitiveness. Hypothesis is not supported. Results showed a positive 

correlation with BLS and competitiveness, indicating that leaders believe that one can 

be benevolent and competitive at the same time. This was revealed in the qualitative 

interviews and leaders favored a balance of the two. 
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Chapter 4: Qualitative Methods & Results  
 

In this chapter, I respond to my fifth research question: What are the behaviors and 

practices of benevolent leaders and how do they compare with leaders who are less 

benevolent? I interviewed 26 leaders and 38 direct reports to discover what 

benevolent leaders actually do on a day-to-day basis that their direct reports perceive 

as benevolent. I then used the Gioia method of grounded theory (Gioia, Corley, & 

Hamilton, 2013) to analyze the data, illuminate patterns and themes, and guide 

development of my “virtuous spirals of benevolent leadership model.” In the 

remainder of this chapter, I explain my methodology, describe my procedures of data 

collection and analysis, and elaborate my results. I also draw connections between my 

quantitative results from Chapter 3 and the qualitative results documented in this 

chapter. In Chapter 5, I integrate the quantitative and qualitative results and discuss 

the theoretical implications of my findings.   

Qualitative Methodology 
Grounded theory is a style of qualitative research originally developed by Glaser and 

Strauss (1967) that focuses on the systematic collection of naturalistic data (Guba & 

Lincoln, 1991) and the development of middle-range theoretical frameworks that 

explain the data (Charmaz, 2014). Naturalistic data include things like interviews, 

archives, field observations, and media documentation. Throughout the research 

process, grounded theorists develop analytical interpretations of their data to guide 
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further data collection, which they use in turn to inform and refine their developing 

theoretical analyses (Corbin, Strauss, & Strauss, 2014).  

 

According to Locke (2001), grounded theory is appropriate for studying under-

researched and under-theorized phenomena in the context in which they unfold. This 

allows researchers to gain a deeper, more nuanced understanding of what may be 

involved in a particular substantive issue. The naturalistic data collection and the 

bottom-up approach to theory building permit the investigation and development of 

new concepts and models as they emerge in real place and time. Grounded theory 

also focuses on pragmatic usefulness as a criterion of good theory, and it is 

particularly useful for bridging theory and practice and providing people a way to 

institute changes that might give new insight and improve their situations. These 

criteria make grounded theory an appropriate method for the qualitative portion of my 

research. Benevolent leadership is an under-theorized phenomenon in need of study 

in the context in which it unfolds using naturalistic data collection and bottom-up 

theory building to capture its dynamics in real place and time. Benevolent leadership 

is also a model that bridges theory and practice and provides new insight that may 

help leaders and followers to improve their situations.   

The Gioia method 
To collect and analyze my data and build my integrated benevolent leadership model, 

I employed the Gioia approach to grounded theory (Corley & Gioia, 2004), which 

consists of four major steps: laying the groundwork, doing the analyses, creating a 
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data structure, and moving from data structure to grounded theory. Laying the 

groundwork includes designing a well-specified but general research question and 

collecting multiple data sources (interviews, archives, field observation, media 

documentation, etc.) with an emphasis on semi-structured interviews (Rubin & 

Rubin, 2011), which provide both retrospective and real-time accounts by the people 

experiencing the phenomenon of theoretical interest.  

 

Doing the analyses involves 1st-order analysis, 2nd-order analysis, and the creation of 

aggregate dimensions. During 1st-order analysis, the researcher combs through the 

data repeatedly to discover and capture as many ideas as possible relevant to the 

research topic, often 100 or more. It is important during this phase to adhere faithfully 

to the informants’ terms and ways of explaining things to capture the essence of their 

experience, often called in vivo coding (Corbin et al., 2014). As the research 

progresses, the researcher looks for similarities and differences among the in vivo 

codes and reduces them to a manageable number (e.g., 25–30) of germane 1st-order 

concepts.  

 

During 2nd-order analysis, the researcher moves into the theoretical realm, asking 

whether the emerging 1st-order concepts suggest broader 2nd-order themes that might 

help describe and explain the phenomenon under study. Particular attention is given 

to nascent themes that are not well theorized in the existing literature or established 

themes that stand out because they have particular relevance or can be seen in new 
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ways given the new context. Once a full set of 1st-order concepts and 2nd-order 

themes has been developed and the researcher has reached what Glaser and Strauss 

(1967) called “theoretical saturation,” in which no new concepts are emerging, the 

emergent 2nd-order themes are distilled into aggregate dimensions. Aggregate 

dimensions weave major 1st-order concepts and 2nd-order themes into a small 

number (e.g., 2–5) of overarching conceptual categories that provide a clear and 

compelling answer to the research question.       

 

Together, the 1st-order concepts, 2nd-order themes, and aggregate dimensions 

comprise a data structure (see Figure 7). The data structure allows the researcher to 

configure data into a useful visual aid and provides a systematic representation of 

how the researcher moved from raw data to concepts, themes, and aggregate 

dimensions in conducting the analyses. 
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Source: Adapted from Corley & Gioia, 2004 

Figure 7. Corley and Gioia’s (2004) Coding Diagram  
 

The step of moving from data structure to grounded theory requires the researcher to 

become a conceptual storyteller (Corbin et al., 2014). The researcher first finds the 

storyline in the concepts, themes, and aggregate dimensions, then links the storyline 

to relevant literature and tells the research story in an interesting, persuasive, and 

theoretically robust way. It is a move from “inductive” to “abductive” research 

(Alvesson & Kärreman, 2007), in which the researcher cycles back and forth between 

the data and the literature and uses both of them to make sense of the phenomenon 

under study. Gioia et al. (2013) referred to this as turning a “static picture into a 
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motion picture” (p. 8). It is a process of building a dynamic model, grounded in the 

data, which captures the informants’ experience in theoretical terms. Figure 8 shows 

the grounded model generated by the data structure from Corley and Gioia (2004). 

 

   

Source: Adapted from Corley & Gioia, 2004 

Figure 8. Corley and Gioia’s (2004) Grounded Model  
 

This kind of grounded model shows the dynamic relationships among the concepts, 

themes, and aggregate dimensions that describe or explain the phenomenon of 

interest. It explains the “boxes and the arrows” in the data structure with a special 

emphasis on the arrows because the arrows “set everything in motion” (Nag, 

Hambrick, & Chen, 2007).   
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Qualitative data collection 
I conducted a total of 64 semi-structured interviews (Rubin & Rubin, 2011), 26 with 

leaders and 38 with direct reports. Of the 26 leaders, 10 involved interviews with two 

or more direct reports. The remaining 16 involved interviews with one direct report.  

 

The BLS used in the quantitative part of this study provided the platform to invite 

leaders and direct reports into the interview process. On both the self-report surveys 

and the other-report surveys, I asked the participants if they would be willing to do an 

interview. If the person responded yes, I sent them an e-mail thanking them for 

participating in the survey and agreeing to be interviewed. I included in the e-mail a 

consent form for the interview and a copy of the interview protocol appropriate for 

their role (leader or direct report). See Appendices H–L for examples of the e-mails, 

consent forms, and interview protocols used.  

 

The interview protocol for the leaders asked them to consider how they think about 

and enact each of the benevolent leadership dimensions—ethical sensitivity, spiritual 

depth, positive engagement, and community responsiveness (see Appendix K for the 

full benevolent leadership interview protocol). For example, the leader questions for 

ethical sensitivity included the following:  

1. Share a story with me where you faced a tough ethical situation that really 

challenged you as the leader.  
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2. What was the outcome (personal, professional, organizationally) of this 

particular situation? 

3. Describe the nature and circumstances of this situation.  

4. What was happening?  

5. Why do you think this was a situation of ethical sensitivity?  

6. What were you feeling?  

7. Describe what you did that demonstrated ethical sensitivity. 

8. Do you think what you did was effective? Why or why not? 

9. What was particularly life giving or deeply satisfying for you regarding this 

situation? 

  

The interview protocol also asked a series of questions about how the leaders 

developed their approach to leadership, including instructive experiences throughout 

their lives, role models, education, and defining moments. However, the data from 

these “leadership development” questions are not included in this dissertation. They 

are reserved for future research.  

 

The interview protocol for direct reports asked them to talk about behaviors and 

practices on the part of their leader that they have observed for each of the benevolent 

leadership dimensions (see Appendix L: Other-Rater Interview Protocol). For 

example, the direct report questions for ethical sensitivity included the following:  

1. Think of a time when this leader faced an ethical challenge.  
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2. Describe the nature and circumstances of this situation. 

3. What did they do? 

4. Describe what the leader did that demonstrated ethical sensitivity. 

5. Do you think what they did was effective? Why or why not? 

6. What was the outcome (personal, professional, organizationally) of this 

particular situation? 

7. How were you and others impacted by this leader’s actions? 

8. What impact do you think this had on the organization? 

 

I did most of the interviews by phone. I arranged a time for the interview to take place 

and provided a conference call number so that I could record the call. All the 

interviewees gave me their consent to record. The interviews followed the protocols, 

and I also asked probing questions to deepen the stories being told. Probes included 

such things as the following:  

• “Tell me more about that.”  

• “What was your experience of that situation?”  

• “What are some specific behaviors you experienced?”  

The interviews lasted, on average, about one-hour. The leader interviews tended to go 

a bit longer due to the additional questions asked. Some of the leader interviews 

lasted up to two hours, and some of the leaders did their interviews in two one-hour 

time segments because of the depth they went into.  
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Following the interviews, I downloaded the recordings and titled them based on the 

number code assigned to each person and team. I kept the documents with the 

assigned codes in a separate file. I sent out the recordings for transcription to 

Rev.com. I assigned each transcription the same code as the recording. The 

turnaround time for the transcription was typically less than 24 hours. In total, the 

interviews produced 877 pages of written transcripts. 

Qualitative data analysis 
The research question that guided my qualitative data analysis was, “What are the 

behaviors and practices of benevolent leaders and how do they compare with leaders 

who are less benevolent?” To answer this question, I employed the Gioia method 

(Gioia et al., 2013) and conducted 1st- and 2nd-order analyses (including in vivo 

codes), created aggregate dimensions, and built data structures. I used Atlas.ti version 

8.1.3 qualitative research software to manage the data. I relied on Karakas and 

Sarigollu’s (2012) four dimensions of benevolent leadership—ethical sensitivity, 

spiritual depth, positive engagement, and community responsiveness—to guide my 

analysis, and I built a separate data structure for each dimension (see Table 37, Table 

38, Table 39, and Table 40 below). In total, the research produced seventy-seven 1st-

order concepts, twenty-five 2nd-order themes, and five aggregate dimensions.  

 

As I conducted my analysis, I wrote a series of memos (Corbin et al., 2014) to help 

describe and explain the concepts, themes, and aggregate dimensions (see Appendix 

M for sample memos). I refined the memos and illustrated key ideas with quotations 
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and stories from the interview transcripts, many of which contained deep emotion that 

conveyed a significant impact by the benevolent leaders. I then wrote up my results, 

which can be found in the “Qualitative Results” section below. My final step was to 

turn a “static picture into a motion picture” (Gioia et al., 2013, p. 8) and build a 

dynamic model of integrated benevolent leadership, which can be found in Chapter 5.  

 

The qualitative data followed a similar pattern to the quantitative data. I found 

distinguishing themes in the experience and practice of those scoring high in spiritual 

depth and community responsiveness. For leaders scoring in the bottom third of 

benevolent leadership, very little practice in these areas takes place. In the areas of 

ethical sensitivity and positive engagement, few distinguishing themes surfaced 

between the high-scoring individuals and the lower-scoring individuals.  

Qualitative Results: The Practices of Benevolent Leadership 
In this section, I go into detail about the actual practices observed and experienced by 

the leaders and direct reports, and I explore the differences observed between the 

high- and low-scoring leaders. It is important to note that the leaders who participated 

in this study lead at senior levels within their organizations, which means they have 

all been highly successful in their careers. The differences among them point out the 

nuances that identify the leader as a benevolent leader. Certain themes also emerged 

from the stories of the high-scoring leaders that illustrate an “integrated nature” of 

benevolent leadership, which will be explored in more depth in Chapter 5. 
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Ethical sensitivity: Doing the right thing 
Karakas and Sarigollu (2012) defined ethical sensitivity as the leader’s process of 

moral reflection and consideration of what is right and wrong conduct at work. It 

includes six key leadership behaviors: building a sense of shared values, nurturing 

moral development in self and others, engaging in self-reflection to strengthen 

authenticity (i.e., “walking the talk”), demonstrating moral courage (i.e., refusing to 

do what is unethical), and being accountable (i.e., accepting responsibility for actions 

and decisions). 

 

In my data, leading with a high commitment to ethics was something every leader and 

direct reports spoke about. Some people spoke in generalities while others gave very 

specific accounts of ethical situations where they were placed right in the middle of 

some very challenging situations. What was clear, however, is that “doing the right 

thing” was crucial no matter what. The challenge encountered early in the interview 

process was that so many of the respondents, leader and direct reports alike, would 

respond to the ethical question by saying, “They just do the ‘right thing’.” To deepen 

that response, my follow up question was, “How do you determine the right thing?” 

Many people struggled to answer the question initially, but further reflection and 

prompting helped them to begin to identify what that was for them.  

 

The stories shared by leaders scoring high on the BLS did not show much difference 

from medium- or low-scoring individuals. Leaders and direct reports all spoke about 
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strong commitment and action toward leading in ethical ways, whether it was from a 

personal perspective or an organizational one. This is consistent with my quantitative 

results related to Hypotheses 3 and 8. Results for Hypothesis 3 showed no significant 

difference in ethical sensitivity scores for leaders in the high, medium, and low 

groups, and results for Hypothesis 8 showed that ethical sensitivity was the only 

benevolent leadership dimension without a significant relationship to POP. These 

findings, both quantitative and qualitative, may be a result of my skewed sample. One 

would expect that leaders generally strong in benevolent leadership, which includes 

most of my sample, would also be generally strong in ethical sensitivity. However, 

the fact that I found no significant difference in ethical sensitivity between the leaders 

in the high, medium, and low groups of benevolent leadership in my study may 

suggest that ethical sensitivity is a “baseline competence” of benevolent leaders. That 

is to say, one cannot be a benevolent leader without ethical sensitivity, but, in and of 

itself, ethical sensitivity does not distinguish leaders high, medium, or low in 

benevolent leadership. 

 

The stories shared in my interviews gave specific examples of what the “right thing” 

meant and allowed me to identify seven themes that define how the “right thing” gets 

practiced in the workplace. The themes include the following 

• Putting ethics over money. 

• Following the rules. 

• Removing bad actors. 
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• Treating people with compassion. 

• Acting with transparency. 

• Finding win-win solutions. 

• Being values-based.  

See Table 37 for the data structure related to ethical sensitivity.  

Table 37. Ethical Sensitivity Data Structure 
 

1st Order Concepts (in vivo codes) 2nd Order 
Themes 

Aggregate 
Dimension 

“He puts doing the right thing above bottom line 
profits.” 

Putting Ethics 
Over Money 

Doing the 
Right Thing 

“She has a mindset of doing the right thing over 
making a profit.”  

“I make the ethical decision not the money 
decision.” 

“She’s always a proponent of following the rules.” 

Following the 
Rules 

“We’re coloring within the lines.”  

“We disclosed the appropriate information.” 

“If you broke the rules, it wasn’t right, and we’re 
going to get in trouble.”  

“We’re letting her go or you’re moving me out.” Removing Bad 
Actors “Ultimately, we let the distributor go.” 

“She had a lot of compassion.” 
Treating 
People with 
Compassion 

“She was so understanding.” 

“He reached out to people and found opportunities 
for them.” 
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1st Order Concepts (in vivo codes) 2nd Order 
Themes 

Aggregate 
Dimension 

“He made sure every person was accounted for.” 

“He’s transparent as soon as he has visibility to 
it.”  

Acting with 
Transparency 

“He is clear and transparent with people.” 

“I decided to tell the client.” 

“I just discovered the issue.” 

“She was trying to find the right balance.” 
Finding Win- 
Win Solutions “She was balancing good for the person, good for 

the firm.” 

“Core values are more important than mission.” 

Being Values-
Based 

“We connect everything right back to our values.” 

“It’s your values, those things that are very 
important to you.” 

 

Putting ethics over money 
This first theme focuses on the leaders who faced situations where the choice was a 

money or moral decision. For these leaders, they saw doing the right thing as a part of 

their job, even though the overall focus of the company is to make money. The 

following story from one of the direct reports describes the actions of a leader high in 

benevolent leadership who chooses the ethical decision over money: 

[O]ne of my sustaining engineers was looking, investigating, the way 
that we [did some of our work]…And he discovered that the standard 
that some customers request we were saying that we complied with 
and we didn’t…now we had hundreds, if not thousands, of these in the 
field that were not really certified to be [government] compliant. 
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[W]e had a meeting around it we called our lawyers in and we called 
some of the executive staff. And we talked kind of through what the 
problem was. And the thing that struck me, the over-arching kind of, 
[the leader’s] take…in the end was regardless of cost, we will do 
what’s right here in terms of notifying our customers and/or replacing 
what was in the field. 
 
So, we did lots…more research. We contacted the [government] 
organization. And it turns out…it literally hung on the technical 
word…in the end…we didn’t have a problem after all.  
 
And, so, there’s a certain amount of respect…I think, two-fold, one 
would be respect for [the leader]. But also, kind of a comfort level that, 
you know what, if I have to make that sort of decision, the most 
important thing here is to make the ethical decision not the money 
decision…I was glad I chose this company to work for…that is the 
way we will act. We will act with the highest regard to ethical 
standards as they relate to people and our customers. 

 

In this example, it is clear that the direct report admired the leader for putting ethics 

over money by “doing what’s right here regardless of the cost.” This kind of ethical 

sensitivity on the part of the leader had an impact on the direct report in two ways. 

First, it instilled a sense of pride—it made the direct report glad that he chose that 

company to work for. Second, it had a “ripple effect”—it gave the direct report a 

level of comfort that if he were to face similar situations, he would be supported in 

making “the ethical decision not the money decision.”  

Following the rules 
Many of the companies that leaders and direct reports represented are financial 

services firms that are governed by rules and regulations. Following procedures is of 

utmost importance to their field and profession. The example below illustrates how 
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“doing the right thing” is about following the rules. In this example one direct report 

of a leader scoring high in benevolent leadership talks about how she experiences her 

leader holding to the rules and, similar to the example above, puts ethics over making 

money: 

We have on our team…a compliance focused role…so we are trying to 
help our practice teams that are focused on making money do it in a 
way that’s permissible. That they’re not breaking any of our policies or 
our rules so to speak. To some extent, the business of making money 
isn’t our focus, so whether or not they’re going to make money, and 
the services they’re going to provide, and the financial profit they’re 
going to make is not something we really focus on in the sense that 
we’re really looking more at are you doing this in the right way, are 
you doing it in an ethical way, a way that’s compliant with the rules 
that we have in place to do that. 
 
I guess, that’s a long way of saying we’re not focused on the bottom 
line. We’re always focused on doing the right thing. I think she always 
brings that to the table when she’s working with the practice who is 
focused on making money. It’s just a mindset that she has. Doing it the 
right way. Doing the right thing as opposed to making a profit. 

 

In another example, a second direct report of the same leader also speaks of the 

impact that “getting it right” has on her and the rest of the organization: 

It’s effective because even though people know, you know, you’re 
gonna send something to [the leader], it’s gonna be red-penned, it’s 
gonna be nit-picked, it’s gonna be dissected and discussed, and in our 
crazy hectic days, no one has time for that, but she’s taking the time 
and you...It does become effective. It gets us to the right point and I 
think some of that’s rubbed off on me because I’ll do that with my 
team and stuff. And they’ll say, “Oh, yeah. You were right. We should 
have focused on this more or I didn’t think about that,” or whatever the 
case is. And that’s a way of looking at things that [the leader] always 
does. She does spend the time with everything, big and small, to make 
sure we’re thinking about it correctly, she’s thinking about it correctly, 
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she’s reaching out to everyone who needs to be involved, she’s not 
making assumptions. 

 

In these two examples, the commitment to following the rules is key to what this 

leader does in her job and how following the rules prevails over making money. The 

first direct report’s observation of the leader’s commitment to doing the right thing 

reflects her own commitment to following the rules through her use of a collective 

voice: “We really focus on… are you doing this in the right way, are you doing it in 

an ethical way, a way that’s compliant with the rules that we have in place to do that.” 

The second direct report speaks about the process of following the rules through the 

use of the leader’s “red-penned,” “nit-picked,” and “dissected and discussed” 

procedure. While she comments to the time intensive nature of this process, she also 

speaks to the effectiveness of it because it has “rubbed off on her.” 

 

  
The next example, while not from one of the higher-scoring leaders, demonstrates the 

“baseline competency” of ethical behavior that is seen in all of those who participated 

in this study. This example below illustrates how “doing the right thing” is about 

following the rules. In this example, the leader describes the challenge she faced 

when having to deal with a person in a higher position than herself and his demand to 

ignore a rule: 

This was several years ago and we had to report certain things in our 
proxy statement about what our executives are paid and what they 
make. I was having an argument with our CFO…I said, “Here is the 
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description of all the things that I have to disclose.” We went back and 
forth and he walked out of my office and he said, “What I want the 
answer to be is no, that we don’t have to disclose it.”  
 
He never got his no answer from me. I went back. I talked to the 
attorneys. I got the list. I highlighted everything. I said, “I don’t know 
how much clearer I can be as to what we have to disclose but this is 
what we have to disclose and this is what we are disclosing.” I said, 
“I’m providing this to the attorneys.” I said, “This is what’s going to 
go to the Compensation Committee.” I said, “I’m not changing my 
mind”…it was uncomfortable that somebody that I worked for wanted 
me to do something they wanted to do regardless of whether it was 
right or wrong. 
 
We disclosed the appropriate information. We disclosed everything we 
had to…that was probably a turning point in our relationship where we 
had gotten along very well, but he really wanted a yes man and I was 
not a yes man. He told me I was difficult and he gave me a review that 
year that was just awful…We never really got along after that. He 
wanted a yes man, I wasn't going to be that yes man. At the end of the 
day I outlasted him. 

 
A direct report of this leader identified the same situation, and when asked what the 

impact of the leader’s decision was on her, she made the following comments: 

 
I saw her I guess stand up, not fight exactly, but stand up for what was 
right according to the rules. So, she was going back and forth with him 
until he saw the correct way…in this instance it was, the rule way was 
actually the ethical way, just because it kind of went hand to hand. So, 
if you broke the rules it wasn’t right. If you broke the rules, we’re 
gonna get in trouble…After I saw her do that, I wasn’t quite as 
standoffish. I would speak up to what I thought was right no matter, 
basically no matter what…I think it made me a better person both here 
and like at home.  

 
In this example, two important ideas emerge. First, the leader was committed to 

following the rules despite pressure from her boss to do otherwise. This suggests that 

ethical sensitivity, while ubiquitous among benevolent leaders, is not always easy. It 
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requires courage in the face of risk—in this case, risk of the leader damaging her 

relationship with her boss and possibly losing her job. Second, like with the theme of 

putting ethics over money, the ethical behavior of the leader had a ripple effect on her 

direct report. The direct report claims that after she saw the leader stand up for what 

is right, she too would speak up for what she though was right “no matter what.”   

Removing bad actors 
This third theme of removing unethical actors manifests itself in two different ways. 

In the first example below, a direct report shares a story of her leader, who is high in 

benevolent leadership, understood “doing the right thing” to mean removing an 

employee. In some instances, when an issue with an employee arose, the leader found 

ways to work with the employee. Examples of this will be shown later in this section. 

In some circumstances, however, even when the employee was given a second 

chance, the “right thing to do” was to remove them:  

 

Well, actually, it was in regards to an employee that we had working 
here that…We found out she wasn’t necessarily following policy and 
had been consistently not following policy that put us at somewhat of a 
financial risk or a liability risk…[the leader] was incredibly judicious 
in how he decided what the outcome would be for her. Now, initially, 
in my mind, and I don’t think I’m a punitive person, but I just thought, 
okay, well, we’re obviously going to fire her. Because this has been 
repeated, it’s been documented, but he took the high road and said, 
“Let’s look and see what else could have factored into this behavior.” 
  
So instead of just kind of cutting to the chase, he said, “Let’s look at 
the process, and see if maybe there’s a process that happened or why 
this kept on going on”…it ended up that she, unfortunately, ended up 
deleting or trying to basically delete her trail by deleting some emails. 
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Once that happened, he was like, “…this is not a good thing for her to 
do,” to have deleted these emails that were needed for the investigation 
that we were doing, because like I said, there was some stuff that it 
was just not done correctly, and it had the potential to put us at some 
kind of risk…Like I said, even with that, he was like, “Let’s give her 
the benefit of the doubt,” because she is someone who had worked 
here for a couple of years. He was just like, “You know what? Let’s 
extend her some empathy and courtesy,” but then once it was 
determined that she really did something that was clearly…crossed 
that boundary of being “Oh hey, I’m an employee” to “All right, well 
now I am going and I am deleting what would be considered 
evidence.” Then he was like, “Okay.” She didn't know this, but he had 
given her a lot of patience and grace to have to fire her, which I 
thought was really a good thing. I don’t know if I, given those same set 
of circumstances, I’m not sure I would have done the same 
thing…Yeah, I was like, oh my God, this chick is lying, she’s not 
following policy. She’s been written up. He was still like, “Let’s not 
make a decision in a hasty fashion that we’re potentially going to 
regret.” The one really nice thing about him was it was never about, 
oh, is she going to sue us or anything like that. It was really more 
about the employee and its impact on her and the fact that she had 
worked with us, and he really gave her a lot of opportunity, I think, 
that some people probably would not have. 
 
I guess, how would it have affected me, I guess I would not be as…I 
think instead of jumping to a conclusion like that, I would maybe take 
pause and go, you know what? Instead of what would Jesus do, what 
would [the leader] do in this situation kind of thing. You know what I 
mean? It’s like, how would he handle it instead of just jumping to 
conclusions? I gave him a lot of credit for that, because I was pretty 
raw at the time about how I felt about it.  

 
In other circumstances, the “right thing to do” was to remove the client. In this next 

example, a client is engaged in inappropriate behavior and a leader high in benevolent 

leadership makes the difficult choice to no longer work with them: 

 
You know ethics…I think it’s just the way he and even the company, 
the culture and the way we conduct business is ingrained…a high 
integrity, positive, but always do the right thing culture…There’s one 
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that I was thinking about this, we’re a global company…our go to 
market model is we do use sales reps and distributors…there was 
something that surfaced in Korea…That it just didn’t seem right…the 
way the distributor was handling the shipments and the invoicing and 
even then the discounts they were trying to get from us…It 
didn’t…just seem right…the best way would [be to]…Get an invoice 
for their end customer…when we ask them about that, they at first 
pushed back and again [the leader] didn’t let it stop there and then they 
sent us some documents they said was from an end user that just 
didn’t, it didn’t make sense…it almost looked like it was 
fabricated…[the leader] had initiated a kind of an audit, fraud audit, 
ethics review background on the distributor…And we found that he 
was not being honest with us, he was not providing us the end user 
pricing that he was getting…he was basically working unethically with 
our business there in Korea…[the leader] really demonstrated that 
we’re going to do the right thing and, ultimately, we let the distributor 
go. 

 
These two examples show that for leaders high in benevolent leadership, ethical 

sensitivity often means removing unethical actors as a way to not only maintain 

personal integrity and the integrity of the business, but also as a way to establish an 

ethical organizational culture. In the first case, the leader tried to lead with “empathy 

and courtesy,” trying to give the employee “the benefit of the doubt,” but once it was 

determined that the behavior was intentional then the decision to remove them was 

clear. The impact of the leader’s behavior on the direct report was one that resulted in 

the direct report changing their thinking about their own handling of similar situations 

by saying “what would [the leader] do?” In the second case, the direct report 

describes how his leader let a distributor go because “it’s just the way he is” and 

because it reinforces “a high integrity, positive, but always do the right thing culture.”  
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Treating people with compassion 
For some of the leaders high in benevolent leadership, “doing the right thing” was 

lived out in treating people with compassion. Direct reports and leaders shared stories 

of decisions leaders made that they did not have to do, but they did so because, “it 

was the right thing to do.” In this first example, a direct report tells a story about how 

her leader gave special consideration to an employee by extending her contract 

through the holidays: 

In this situation, this woman had previously reported to me…She had 
been in a project for the last couple of years that just wasn’t really 
going very well, and so it was mutually agreed between her and the 
firm that she would come off of that project, and essentially, it was a 
situation where she was given about 60 days to find another role in the 
firm or she would be separated…that 60 day window was supposed to 
be up November 15th, and [the leader’s] feeling was, “Gosh, no matter 
what, that’s a really terrible time of the year to let somebody go. We’re 
getting right into the holidays.”  
  
[The leader] pushed to say, “Look, I’ll take responsibility for her 
through the end of the calendar year. I think I’ve got some work that 
she can do.” So, she was able to work behind the scenes to essentially 
extend her end date at least through the end of the calendar year, 
and…kind of buys her some time. Maybe we get some good out of it, 
too, and then we’ll assess along the way if we think there’s a longer-
term role for her…[the leader]…went above and beyond…It was 
certainly appreciated by the individual. It enabled her to get through 
the holidays…with lower stress and in turn, even though an internal 
role didn’t work out, it bought her some time to obtain a really great 
external opportunity…I was impressed by how I felt like [the leader] 
really had a lot of compassion, kind of took that issue, took ownership 
of her and just tried to do the right thing. 

 
Other stories exemplified how leaders acted out of places of advocacy. In this next 

scenario, shared by a direct report, the leader advocating for the direct report provided 

an outcome that was impactful for her: 
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I’m very shy. I’m not a “rock the boat” kind of person…I had gotten 
myself on a project with somebody who personality-wise…as a boss, 
as a manager, was…not very good. He was misconstruing what the 
client would ask for. Then I would do what he tells me, even though I 
would kind of push back and say, “That’s not what the client asked 
for.” 
  
He would say, “No, this is what they asked for. You need to do it this 
way,” and then I would do it that way. Then, it would be wrong, and 
then I would get in trouble for it…I didn’t know what to do…I went to 
this individual who...was experienced at the firm, but had always been 
very open to…made me feel very comfortable, that I could trust 
her…She was so understanding. She was very calm…She...did not 
make me feel like I was sharing something I shouldn’t have shared. 
She didn’t make me feel like it was me. She talked to…confidentially, 
some other individuals in my group that are above this…that were 
above this manager; then had me also talk to them…It was all done in 
this really wonderful way. It was just a very respectful manner. They 
actually wound up having a meeting with the manager….They 
discussed it with him, and…Eventually he wound up leaving…I felt 
like I was going to be fired, or treated poorly, or even worse by this 
individual because I had spoke up…I think that was a big turning point 
for me in the sense of I think if I hadn’t said anything, I don’t know if I 
would have quit, or I don’t know if I would have been branded as 
somebody that doesn’t know what they’re doing, or I would have had 
a bad rating, or a bad performance appraisal. 

 
Support for employees was another theme in which how the leader handled a 

particular situation demonstrated the right thing. In this example, the directive to the 

leader was to cut their numbers and let people go:  

 
I think he took into account a lot of things that maybe another leader 
probably wouldn’t as far as from an ethics standpoint…it came from a 
place where it was the right thing to do from an ethics perspective. 
Instead of just taking those orders and marching towards a number, I 
saw him push those boundaries a bit. I saw him where he personally 
reached out to potential people that would have been let go and find 
opportunities for them within maybe another practice or really pushed 
to talk to other partner leads to get support for them to keep staying on 
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a project or keep utilized or keep being embedded in some other 
practice or embedded in some other type of work. 
  
I think for those people that were within his team, I saw him 
personally fight for them or fight to find other roles within the firm 
whether that’ll be internal or external. I think from an ethical 
standpoint, he very much believes that there was another purpose for 
this person and would do his best to accommodate. Then if we were 
letting people go, he also did fight for fair compensation and made 
sure that that was always at the table and at the conversation, he never 
took that decision very lightly. 

 
These three examples show how leaders high in benevolent leadership treat people 

with compassion by going beyond what is expected of them to extend care, advocacy, 

and support. In the first scenario, the leader worked behind the scenes to extend the 

end date of an employee so the employee could “get through the holidays with lower 

stress” and possibly “obtain a really great external opportunity.” In the second 

scenario, the leader treated an employee in “a very respectful manner” and advocated 

for her when she was being asked to do things unethically by her boss. In the third 

scenario, the leader, instead of “just taking orders and marching toward the numbers,” 

supported employees who were about to be laid off by finding new opportunities for 

them and ensuring they received fair severance compensation. These actions had a 

significant impact on the direct reports who witnessed them. One said she was 

impressed by how the leader had a lot of compassion and took ownership to do the 

right thing. Another said that the leader’s advocacy on her behalf was a “big turning 

point” for her in the firm. These examples reinforce a kind of ripple effect or 

“contagion effect” of ethical sensitivity. When direct reports see their leaders acting 
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ethically, they are impressed, they feel pride, and they are encouraged to act ethically 

themselves.     

Acting with transparency 
Acting with transparency surfaced as the fourth theme when defining the “right 

thing.” This theme manifested itself in two ways. In this first story of a leader scoring 

high in benevolent leadership, the direct report speaks about how she experienced her 

boss handling a situation that the boss did not agree with. The way the leader acted 

with transparency enabled the team to maintain a sense of control, but the leader 

could be true to herself at the same time: 

We have annual reporting requirements we must provide to our global 
leadership. There’s a questionnaire survey that needs to be completed, 
and [the leader] in her role has some oversight over that for different 
territories. They have to respond to the questionnaire. She has to meet 
with them, understand what they’re responses indicate, what the 
situation is for each of these territories within the realm of risk and 
quality, and then effectively sign-off on their questionnaire and their 
submission to global leadership. 
  
With one of our territories, in particular, that she works really closely 
with, she has a lot of good insight into the resourcing on the team, the 
activities that they’ve done over the years. Some of the goals they’ve 
met, and some where…because, of resourcing constraints they haven’t 
quite met the goals they intended to. She was really actively involved 
in helping them complete their questionnaire, and didn’t quite agree 
with some of their responses that were coming through from her 
perspective and what she had seen and understood within that 
organization. 
  
It’s a little bit of a dilemma, because, she isn’t completing the 
questionnaire. She’s providing guidance. It’s that territory’s leadership 
that has to feel comfortable with what they submit, but because she 
knew the dynamics of their situation in the oversight role, that’s 
separate from her support that she’s providing with them completing 
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the questionnaire, she also has to feel comfortable signing off on what 
they submit. 
  
For some of the questions where she didn’t agree, she talked to the 
leader that was going to be submitting the questionnaire and the final 
version, shared her view that she didn’t quite agree 100% with how 
they described the situation and what the responses were, and she 
could tell through their push back that they probably were going to go 
with what they wanted to submit. She also talked with our leadership 
here on our team, who she’s kind of acting on behalf of…our leader 
who has final approval…and again, shared with her the situation, and 
just said, “I’m going to let them submit what they’re comfortable with, 
but in my reviewer role, I will comment on the fact that I don’t agree, 
because of x, y, and z reasons.” 
  
She found a way to effectively enable the team and help them, but left 
them to decide what the ultimate submission would be, and then in her 
oversight role she found a way to comment, so she was comfortable 
with what moved forward. Agreeing to disagree at the end of the day 
on that. She talked with each of the leaders on their side for their 
territory, and then on our side again, so there was transparency and 
everyone understood where she was coming from with that. 
  
[I]f she had pushed harder on the territory leadership to change their 
response, I think everyone probably would have felt a bit 
uncomfortable about that. They wouldn’t have felt comfortable that 
they had their say to some extent, and she wouldn’t have felt 
comfortable pushing them to respond in a way that they didn’t want to, 
so I think she drew the line in the right spot and found the right way to 
still get her point of view across with us. 
  
…I also think she gained some credibility from our leadership team 
here in the U.S. and then the global leadership team, because she did 
stand her ground and didn’t just let it slide through. From that 
perspective, I think she was seen as a strong reviewer at good 
oversight and gained credibility there. 
  
The team she was working with, it was the leader who 
ultimately…submitted this questionnaire, but she was working with 
his team as well, and I think that was probably a tricky dynamic, 
because, they ultimately report to their leader, but I think they could 
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also see her point of view and tended to agree with her point of view in 
some areas. Again, I think she took the right steps. She didn’t put 
pressure on that team to combat what the leader was saying on their 
end. It kind of held the peace to some extent on that side, which in the 
long run, probably was the best thing for them, too. 

 
The other way acting with transparency presents itself in the stories is in admitting 

mistakes. This next story illustrated how one leader high in benevolent leadership 

“did the right thing,” even when it would have been easy to look the other way.  

 
I led a team for a large public company in Chicago. We did their taxes. 
My biggest contribution was relative to the calculation of their foreign 
tax credit. I had led this team for probably four or five years, and the 
company was always really happy with our work and the company 
was under audit relative to some tax years for whom my team 
calculated the foreign tax credit. Out of the blue, I was looking at a 
current year calculation of the foreign tax credit, and something hit me 
about the way the calculation was being done that hadn’t before. It was 
troubling, and in fact, it was a screw up, okay?...As I looked into it, I 
confirmed that yes, this is a mistake. It was a kind of mistake that 
basically I realized immediately. Okay, these prior years are therefore 
mistakes, okay? The type of mistake…was a benefit and it was fairly 
significant, including in the years under audit. The audit was coming 
to a close. The IRS missed the mistake. It was this close to being 
finalized, the audit. I knew it was wrong. It was material, believe me. 
It was millions and millions of dollars of inappropriate benefit. I 
struggled. It was a classic ethical dilemma. The client didn’t know 
about it. The IRS didn’t know about it. I knew about it. What do I do? 
I decided to tell the client. The client, to their credit, they were 
very…ethical. They owned up to it to the IRS and it was millions of 
dollars of problems. It was, for me…I’m going to get fired and the 
client’s going to fire me from the account…all of these things run 
through your head. It could’ve been so easily buried…I did it, and 
what was really interesting was not only did the guys at [the firm] 
completely support me, but the client recognized the difficulty, the 
ethical dilemma, the nature of the ethical dilemma, and they treated me 
so well. I couldn’t believe it….In terms of being a leader, I had to 
show leadership. I had to do the right thing. I had to explain it to a 
whole shit load of people. It was such a horrendous thing. I think I 
aged five years in two weeks. But, I was gratified by the support I got 
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from my guys, the partners…Also, by the client. I was shocked. I can 
tell you I’ve got other clients who would not react that way…Actually, 
it was really hard. It was right, the right thing…I don’t want to lie. I 
want to do the right thing. 
 
The short-term impact was there was a lot of angst…The longer term 
impact was the client, I saw that gosh, this client is really, truly ethical 
and really means it when they talk about being good corporate citizens 
and all that. The client really shockingly was so nice to me, not just 
when it was going on but later. It was an offshoot of what I said just 
now about them. The partners at [the firm] were disappointed in my 
technical blow. I remember one of them telling me how if it wasn’t for 
the great relationship that I had with this client, which I did, they 
might’ve acted much differently. It illustrated the importance of 
getting a good solid relationship with your client. 

 
A second story from the same leader demonstrates a different outcome of a similar 

situation and a similar ethical dilemma: 

 
[A family member] was an employee at a charitable organization. 
[They were] the longest standing employee of this organization, and 
[they] got me into the organization and on the board…Before you 
knew it, I was elected to be the treasurer of this board. I’m getting 
finally...“Okay. Can I see the books?”…I look at the books and I’m 
like, “Okay. It looks like we’re solvent.” “Yeah. No. We’re 
solvent.”…Then, I start asking some questions and…before I knew it, 
they appeared to be solvent. Meaning assets were in excess of 
liabilities, but when you discovered as I did that three quarters of the 
assets were pledged for specific purposes and they were being used for 
general purposes, in other words, they were being used in a manner 
that was not consistent with the pledge. I discovered that, “Okay. Wait 
a minute.” When you carve out the assets that were pledged for 
specific purposes, I discovered immediately unless they could get the 
people pledging to change their pledge, this organization is bankrupt 
and within three months, it was gone. My [family member] didn’t 
speak to me for like three years…[they] thought it was me…and I’m 
like, “Look. I just discovered this issue…” It’s like me walking into a 
propeller…On top of that to get rid of this organization, all of the 
board members had to cough up like 25 grand…Imagine the process 
looking through the books talking to the executive director, asking 
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them questions and it dawning on me that, “Wait a minute. All this 
money can only be used for certain things and we’re using it for this 
other stuff? Wait a minute. That is not permitted”…Then, the next step 
is, “Okay. What are the implications?” Well, they basically include 
your [family member] getting laid off…we had to cough up like 25 
grand just to get out of it to get all...Unlike the prior ethical dilemma… 
where the people were like really nice to me, in this incident, no one 
was happy. The people who contributed the money acted like they 
were pissed off that their money was being used in a matter that was 
inconsistent. They weren’t grateful for the fact that we caught it almost 
immediately. You know what I mean? Everybody who worked for the 
organization thought I was like the executioner. Then, even my own 
[family member] was pissed off. It sucked. Then, my wife is mad 
because we had to fork over like 25 grand just to pay for this and pay 
for that. The whole thing was a cluster-**** to me, to use a vernacular 
… 

 
As is demonstrated in all of these examples, acting with transparency is not an easy 

thing to do. In the first example, the leader was in a difficult position where she had 

to balance her own sense of doing the right thing with what another leader in charge 

of the team defined as the right thing. Ultimately, she let the team decide what the 

ultimate submission would be but also found a way to comment in a way that “there 

was transparency.” The second situation truly hits at the core of a person’s integrity. 

The leader even states, “It was a classic ethical dilemma. What do I do?” How easy it 

would have been to look the other way. The second story for this leader was very 

similar, but the outcome from everyone’s perspective was so very different. Two 

similar situations with two very different endings. At the end of the day, what was 

important to this leader was doing the right thing regardless of the consequences. 

These stories highlight the difficult challenges and decisions leaders make knowing 

full and well that the consequences might be career or life changing. 
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Finding win-win solutions 
The fifth theme that defined “doing the right thing” regards making decisions that are 

a win for both the person and the organization. Finding a win-win outcome is not 

always an easy task, especially when it involves the strong opinion of a group to let 

the person go. In the following scenario, the direct report shared how a leader scoring 

high in benevolent leadership worked toward a win-win outcome for an employee and 

the organization. 

 
I think the best example of this is with one of our managers who really 
wasn’t performing at the level that they needed to be…I think the 
leader was getting quite a bit of feedback from her director, assistant 
managers…and trying to help balance what was right for the 
individual as a person and balance the really negative strong feelings 
of the leadership group…I think where the ethical piece of this comes 
in is the fact that the manager is a diverse Hispanic male and a veteran. 
So, I think it adds a level of complexity in terms of the ability to 
terminate and…what is the right answer from a risk perspective for the 
company…I think she has been able to manage through all of the 
negative feedback, get to the right place around a coaching and an 
improvement plan, and really just deal with the situation in a way 
that’s good for the person and good for the company and, ultimately, 
we all feel good about what’s happening. 
 
She’s just really given a lot of great guidance in how to coach the 
individual and, quite frankly, some great discussions with the 
individual about what a better role might be for him and how we can 
maybe move him to the right place within the organization vs. just 
writing him off and making a termination decision. 
 
So I think her leadership in how she’s managed through the multiple 
conversations, the feedback that we’ve given him individually, 
collectively, as a group, her discussions as she’s coaching him, my 
discussions as a coach. Throw in that that she’s had some FMLA 
issues to deal with as well, it just has not been a very straightforward 
management supervisory situation. 
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I think the impact is that it opened people’s eyes and made people 
more understanding of the fact that this difficult situation might have a 
long runway. It may not be the quick resolution that everybody wants, 
so I think she was able to build consensus with a strong group of 
directors and leaders that had very differing opinions on...I mean, the 
same opinion, the same opinion that we should move forward with a 
termination. But that wasn’t the right thing for the company or for the 
individual, and I think she was able to build consensus on a different 
approach, which I thought was very impressive. 
 
I think when someone is making your own personal life harder to work 
through based on their own work, it’s easy to say, “Hey, let’s cut loose 
and move forward to the next person,” which was not the answer in 
this situation. She was able to take everyone feeling that way and bring 
them back to the best answer for the individual and the company. 
 
So I think her agreement building and her building consensus just 
made us feel better about the whole thing, and I think it really has 
helped the individual tremendously. The coaching that he has received 
is going to make him a better professional, no matter where he ends 
up. 

 
In this situation, the direct report recognizes how this leader saw this was a situation 

where termination “wasn’t the right thing for the company or the individual.” The 

ultimate result of the leader “building consensus” was that it benefited the individual 

employee and satisfied the leader’s supervisors and peers in a way that benefited the 

organization. By working hard to manage through all of the organizational levels, the 

leader was able to build consensus and find a win-win solution that enabled everyone 

to feel better about the situation and move forward in a positive manner. 

Being values-based 
The final theme that defined “doing the right thing” focused on values of the leader. 

Many leaders spoke about this through various examples, especially as they talked 
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about what is important to them, but one higher-scoring leader named it more 

directly: 

 
I don’t know. I guess it’s your values. I guess it’s those things that are 
very important to you, maybe justice and fairness are exceedingly 
important to me…I just feel like it is kind of a feeling in a sense when 
you see it, and you’re in the situation but I really do think it’s just, it’s 
based on values and what’s important. It is hard to say where that 
comes from also. 

 
The next story is from a direct report of a leader scoring high in benevolent 

leadership. She talks about how their values facilitate them in having better 

relationships with each other: 

In the organization, I think that it’s great that in the end, even when we 
have human differences and we have mistakes and that we can quarrel, 
we can always overcome those. And we’ve seen that repeatedly. I 
mean, whenever you have these core values, and you share them, and 
you see that it is true and you see that there’s a very good intention to 
be the good, even when maybe we have mistakes or these flaws 
are…come out, there’s always a chance to reveal that something was 
fractured or to have more empathy and to communicate better. I see 
that people that come to the company and have that and see that, they 
say, “I love that.” Even if we don’t really think about things exactly 
the same, but there’s always the core values, right? 

 
The final story comes from a leader who scored high in benevolent leadership. She 

speaks about the role that values play even over the mission of the organization: 

“I got to risk it. I got to do with this. I believe this and this will help 
me make the right decisions.” It was the best decisions given the 
difficulty of a situation, and it worked, relying on our values. Now, we 
use this regularly. We regularly use our values whenever we have to 
coach somebody, or confront a challenging situation, and really 
acknowledge really great positive winning situations. We connected 
all right back to our values in our words, and how we tell the story, or 
how we acknowledge people…Our first value is integrity…Our 
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second value is respect…The third one is caring…The fourth one is 
cooperation…our fifth value…service…being a team in action it kind 
of takes the first three values. When you cooperate, you can do so 
because you have integrity. You respect, and you care about others, 
and now you can cooperate together. That we have to cooperate in 
order to achieve our fifth value, which was service. 

 

In all these stories, being values-based facilitates these leaders and direct reports in 

making difficult decisions or guides how they interact with each other. Values are not 

something we think about every day, and as the first leader indicated, it is often just 

“a feeling” that, initially, there are no words for the value. In the latter two stories 

from organizations with leaders scoring high in benevolent leadership, the values are 

more clearly defined and integrated into ethos of the organization. They are used to 

guide the way people relate to each other and resolve conflict as demonstrated in the 

second story. The final leader’s story shows how the articulation of the values weave 

together to clearly define how they do their work together as an organization and 

achieve their purpose. 

Summary of ethical sensitivity themes 
The ethical sensitivity dimension can be summarized by the theme “doing the right 

thing” reflected in seven key practices: Putting ethics over money, following the 

rules, removing unethical actors, treating people with compassion, acting with 

transparency, finding win-win solutions, and being values-based.  

 

• Putting ethics over money refers to how leaders act in situations that force a 

choice between being ethical and maximizing profit. Because corporations are 
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about making money, it can be easy to make the decision that falls in favor of 

adding to the bottom line. The data reveal that leaders high in benevolent 

leadership consistently made decisions that favored the ethical outcome above the 

money outcome.  

• Following the rules refers to how leaders act in situations requiring compliance. 

Many of the corporations that participated in this study were in the financial 

services industry or other organizations that have regulations that govern their 

actions. The data reveal that leaders high in benevolent leadership consistently 

complied with rules and regulations to help determine their line of action. 

• Removing bad actors refers to how leaders respond to significant ethical breaches 

on the part of employees or clients. Many leaders face situations in which an 

employee or client engaged in illegal, unethical, or inappropriate behavior, and 

knowing how to deal with these situations is often difficult. Leaders high in 

benevolent leadership regularly let unethical employees and clients g, after a 

period of due diligence in situations where they were engaging in or requesting 

action that was of a questionable nature.  

• Treating people with compassion and respect refers to how leaders engage with 

their employees and other stakeholders. Leaders high in benevolent leadership 

regularly do three things. First, they give people extraordinary treatment that falls 

beyond what would normally be expected. Second, they act in ways that cause 

direct reports to feel like the leader “has my back.” Having their back results in 

people feeling empowered and leads to the strengthening of relationships. Third, 
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they advocate for employees who are in challenging personal situations or who 

are being mistreated by other employees, particularly someone in a higher 

position of power.  

• Acting with transparency refers to operating with openness, clear communication, 

and accountability. Leaders high in benevolent leadership regularly do two things. 

First, they admit mistakes, especially mistakes related to incorrect service or 

faulty products. Second, they consistently keep direct reports informed regarding 

things that are happening within the organization.  

• Finding win-win solutions refers to making decisions that are beneficial to both 

the employee and the organization. Leaders high in benevolent leadership 

consistently work with others to create scenarios that offer a win for both the 

employee and the organization.  

• Being values-based refers to honoring personal and organizational values. Leaders 

high in benevolent leadership use personal and organizational values as a guiding 

directive for decision-making. While not as definitive as rules and regulations, 

values are deeply held convictions that form, shape, and guide the actions of the 

person and the organization. 

 

The impact of “doing the right thing” on the direct reports resulted in several good 

outcomes. Direct reports indicated “doing the right thing” helped to build trust and 

loyalty, led to people wanting to emulate the leader’s behavior, gaining and 

deepening respect, strengthening relationships, and encouraging people to speak up.  
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Spiritual depth: Understanding practices and motivations 
Karakas and Sarigollu (2012) defined spiritual depth as the leader’s search for a sense 

of meaning and purpose at work. This includes five key leadership behaviors: 

supporting spiritual enrichment, creating meaning at work, acknowledging employees 

as whole persons, reflecting for wisdom, and reaching out and inspiring people. In my 

research, people struggled in responding to the questions around spiritual depth, even 

after a broad definition was given. I described spirituality as something that 

encompassed one’s faith, but that it also involved something deeper. It might be 

seeing people act with a deeper sense of purpose or passion, a deeper sense of 

meaning, perhaps a higher level of awareness. Some people may think about this as a 

sense of call or doing something because they’re a part of something bigger than 

them. Most people wanted to move right to the religious or faith-based understanding 

of spirituality, but for many, to comprehend the broader difference of a higher level of 

connectivity was a stretch. The two themes of spiritual practices and spiritual 

motivations emerged from my data, and a deeper look into the practices and 

behaviors follows. See Table 38 for the spiritual depth data structure. 
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Table 38. Spiritual Practices Data Structure 
 

1st Order Concepts (In-Vivo Codes) 2nd Order 
Themes 

Aggregate 
Dimension 

“I love just reflecting as the sun is coming up.” 

Being In 
Nature 

Spiritual 
Practices-
Cultivating 
Contemplation 

“I got into gardening and found peace because I could 
think.” 

“I like nature. I use that as my quiet time, my 
meditation.” 

“I close my eyes and watch in my mind the tendrils of 
the willow tree going back and forth.” 

“I love to shovel. I can think. I’m outside in nature 
and snow.”  

“There’s very few people who pray the rosary every 
day, but you're talking to one.” 

Praying “Part of my practice is figuring out how to listen to 
God…” 

“I take three deep breathes or a silent prayer, like, 
‘Calm down.’”  

“I learned the importance of thinking things through.” 

Learning 
through 
Reflection 

“I took time thinking about what happened, not 
regretting it” 

“Everyone who has worked with me has noted that I 
was instrumental in helping them learn, teaching them 
how to think.” 

“We start every meeting with a two-minute 
meditation.” 

Practicing 
Meditation 

“Meditation clears whatever was going on, before we 
connect on the next topic.” 

“We use a meditation app that will do a guided 
meditation for us.” 

“I need to meditate because I’m like all sideways.” 
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1st Order Concepts (In-Vivo Codes) 2nd Order 
Themes 

Aggregate 
Dimension 

“Sometimes with our clients, we start with 
meditation.” 

“A lot of times he will do a guided meditation where 
we talk about focusing on our breath.” 

“This was a prayer, but it had meaning for all us 
regardless of your belief.”  

Using 
Contemplative 
Readings 

“She sends inspirational quotes to tell us we make a 
difference.” 

“She sends messages on a daily, weekly basis, and it’s 
uplifting.” 

“I do a lot of yoga, and I believe in meditation so I 
do.” 

Doing Yoga 

“She brought in yoga teachers to have a break in the 
middle of the day to have a yoga class.”  

“We had an offsite meeting, and we went and did 
yoga.” 

“You get to almost a breaking point and it’s like oh 
my god I need to go to yoga tonight.” 

“She talks about yoga, for example, and going on 
yoga retreats.” 

 

Spiritual practices: Cultivating contemplation 
The spiritual practices theme presented six thematic practices that either leaders or 

direct reports discussed. All the practices contain a spirit of quiet reflection and 

contemplation—essentially, they could fall under one category of contemplation. 

Leaders expressed three of the themes while direct reports referenced the other three. 

Three of the themes leaders invited their direct reports in to participate. As was 

observed in other areas, some of the practices incorporate two or more themes. 
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Being in nature 
Leaders high in benevolent leadership spoke about the importance of being in nature. 

For some it was a way for them to connect spiritually. Some leaders commented on 

being in nature to reconnect with their ancestral roots and connecting with their 

higher spirit. Other leaders like being in the outdoors because it provides a place for 

thinking and reflection. This high-scoring leader shared this practice: 

[I]t could be just sitting outside, I love like early in the morning just 
watching nature and just reflecting as the sun is coming up. I did that a 
lot during [my] writing times. So that’s how I connect with the greater 
world and space. And so it’s taking that time to reflect and not just 
think and say, oh, what about this? But what am I doing to make 
myself okay so I can continue to have the impact. Because the passion, 
the purpose, the desire to win and have impact, that’s there, that’s just 
so hard wired in me. 

 

Some, like this higher-scoring leader, go outside when things in the office get too 

chaotic so they have a place to just think and collect themselves: 

We all get in jams, and I’ve learned to just calm my breathing, take a 
walk, think about. I’m very conscious of nature. I take walks in the 
woods. I like being outside. I like nature. I use that as my quiet time, 
my meditation. I’ve had times in the office when I would get upset 
about whatever happened and I would literally walk out of the office 
and take a walk in the city. 

 

Being in nature is a practice that enables leaders to get centered and clear their 

thinking, even amidst the business of the work day. The ability to be in nature 

enabled the one leader to “connect with the greater world and space,” “make myself 

okay,” inspire his sense of “passion” and “purpose,” and to “continue to have 
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impact.” For the second leader, being in nature was a place to get “quiet time” and 

practice “meditation,” especially in times of being upset. 

Praying 
Other leaders who were more faith-based found praying as a way to keep them 

focused and centered. This first higher-scoring leader, who was quite humble about 

his faith, shared his experience of a daily ritual of praying very helpful. The ritual 

aspect of praying the rosary has a centering effect for this leader, however hard it may 

have been to articulate: 

I’m, for reasons I won’t go into, a very spiritual person and I am very 
serious about my faith. I mean on a daily basis, okay? There’s very 
few people who pray the rosary every day, but you’re talking to one. 
 
I’ve often wondered why do I pray the rosary every morning? It’s 
stupid. Not really. Why isn’t it stupid? I don’t know. That’s literally 
how it is, and yet, it’s like I don’t know. There’s something about it 
that it helps me. I think that that something, which is kind of vague I’ll 
admit, manifests itself either in a sense of, I don’t know, peace or 
comfort or I don’t know, you know? 
 

While not naming it prayer, this next leader, who scored high in benevolent 

leadership, speaks about how his practice is focused on hearing God’s voice: 

What’s a part of my practice is figuring out how to listen to God, how 
to pursue deepening my own quietness, and how to pursue loving and 
supporting other people coming to their own ability to love and 
support even other people. 

 
For both leaders, prayer and listening for God’s voice, which some people would say 

is an element of prayer, is critical for their daily lives as individuals and leaders. For 

the first leader, prayer provides a sense of “peace or comfort. For the second leader, 
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listening to God allows him to deepen his “quietness” and connect better with others, 

increasing his ability to extend “love and support.” 

Learning through reflection 
In the same vein, thinking and reflecting is yet another practice that helps leaders 

focus their thoughts. A high-scoring leader talks of her experience with reflection and 

how she engaged in that process to help her function differently in a new position: 

I switched jobs. I did something very specifically in my life to make 
some big, big changes. Then I took a lot of time thinking about what 
happened, not regretting any of it, but how do I take that and how do I 
make sure the not good stuff of it doesn’t happen to my new ladies.  

 
This same leader’s direct report comments on her observation of her leader’s 

reflection and the impact she has experienced: 

I get the sense that she has taken a look at her life holistically and has 
kind of said, “Okay, I wanna stop being that kind of person, that kind 
of leader, that kind of mother,” and I feel that coming from her. She 
hasn’t outright said that in some many words, but I definitely feel in 
certain comments that she’s made that she feels a different... she’s in 
this new role that she’s in. She’s able to take a step back, and she’s 
able to not be running a million miles a minute. 
  
She’s still involved and important and relevant, but she has figured out 
a way to better balance everything. I feel like, from a spiritual 
standpoint…is balance and understanding that there’s a bigger 
purpose. I think that she brings that to us with this newfound way of 
working… 

 
This next leader, who scored high in benevolent leadership, engages in reflection 

shares how this practice helps her to realign her behaviors and actions for the next 

day: 



161 
 

 

What I’ve been trying to do every night before I go to bed is think 
about my day and what are the things that I did well. What are the 
things I wish I would have done differently? Not be disappointed, but 
rather okay what did I learn from that. How am I either not gonna do 
that again, or adjust that the next time? How did I make someone feel 
about that, whether it’s work, home, kids, my own self. What did I put 
in my body? Okay, I put that kind of stuff? 

 

Similarly, this high-scoring leader uses reflection to help her manage the “failures” 

and see them as “gifts” of learning which allows her to have “no regrets”: 

Because everyone has, you’re not human if you haven’t failed at 
something. It’s just, it’s not real. Right? And that allows you to have, 
if you recognize that and you think about that in that spiritual context, 
I mean, really failures are gifts because you learn more from them and 
it allows you to have no regrets. I mean zero regrets and that doesn’t 
mean my life has been perfect, but I have no regrets. It’s made me who 
I am and wow, I have impact to do things to help people and change 
and succeed and win. 

 
From the high-scoring leaders’ perspective, these more personal ways of engaging in 

contemplative thinking and reflection have had significant impact on how they go 

about their work and center their lives. As can be observed by the last comment from 

the direct report, other people notice the difference when a leader engages in such 

reflection. She says it allows the leader to “step back,” find a sense of balance, and 

understand that “there’s a bigger purpose.” This benefits not only the leader but also 

the direct reports by bringing a “newfound way of working.” By intentionally 

exercising the practice of contemplation ad reflection, other people do reap the 

benefits. The stories from the last two leaders their reflection involves a self-

evaluation of their behaviors and actions so they can do things “differently” and 

“learn” so that at the end of the day, they have “no regrets.” 
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The previous practices are ones that leaders shared they engaged in personally. The 

next three practices are ones that leaders high in benevolent leadership talked about 

and invited their direct reports into the practice as well. For some of these practices, 

like practicing meditation, the leader even invited their client into the practice. 

Practicing meditation 
Staying in line with the contemplative, reflective practice, meditation is another 

spiritual practice that leaders spoke of engaging in with a sense of regularity. One 

high-scoring leader brought the practice of meditation into the workplace as is 

reflected on by his direct reports: 

And in one of the small senses that [the leader] brings, that if you talk 
about spiritual things, right? Every meeting that we do, we start with a 
two-minute meditation. And that is…I mean, [the leader] is a big 
believer in it, and he really talks about it that it allows you to bring a 
different sense. When you walk into a space, you always bring with 
you whatever you just walked out of…But if you sit down, and you 
spend two minutes, and we do some kind of a little bit of a 
meditation…Even that two minutes makes a significant change in 
giving you a little bit of space to clear whatever was going on before 
we connect on whatever the next topic is. 
  
Sometimes when we get together with our clients, we will start that 
interaction with a couple of minutes of meditation. And the impact that 
it has, I mean, it’s just another piece of who he is, and what he brings 
from a whole different place in the business world…it kind of brings a 
little bit more of a calmness and a focus to everybody who’s in the 
room. It’s kind of the immediate impact that you see…typically it’s 
guided. And so it can be one of a couple of ways. Either if [the leader] 
is there, a lot of times he will do a guided meditation where we talk 
about focusing on our breath. And if [he] is not with us, a lot of the 
rest of us use…a meditation app that will do some kind of a guided 
meditation for us. 
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What I found with myself, and what I see with other people in the 
organization and other people talk to, is that at different points 
throughout their day, if they don’t feel like they’re in a good place, 
that they take a couple of minutes to just focus on their breathing. And 
I do the same thing. In the place where I find myself where I do it the 
most is…when I’m driving in the car and I am stuck in traffic. And 
I’m looking at the guy’s taillights in front of me who just cut me off, 
right? And so as opposed to making a gesture, or honking my horn, or 
making some kind of a comment to myself, I take that moment to try 
to relax and go, “You just got to relax, and calm down, and come back 
to being in the moment where you're at.” Control what you can 
control, right? 

 
This second story is from another direct report of the same leader: 
 

The fact that we start our meetings and stuff like that with a 
meditation, I think just sets a tone that, “I am concerned about you, 
and I want this meeting to go well, but I want us all to be prepared.” 
Not just like, “Hey, I have all my notes, but I want you to be here, I 
want you to be present, I want you to be involved.” I think the 
meditation really helps, I really do. I know I appreciate it…I believe 
that other managers and other folks within our organization are 
certainly more mindful of themselves, their actions.  

 
In these examples, meditation sets the tone in the meetings. It gives “space to clear 

whatever was going on before” and make a smooth transition to the topic at hand. It 

brings “calmness” and “focus” to those who are in the room. Meditation also allows 

others to experience a sense of “concern” for others’ well-being and the desire from 

the leader to have people “present” and “involved.” The first direct report also speaks 

of how the group continues this practice regardless of the leader’s presence by using 

“a meditation app” that helps lead the guided meditations. This same direct report 

also speaks about a ripples of practicing meditation when he and others at different 

points during the day, “take a couple of minutes to just focus on their breathing.” This 
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direct report even meditates when he is stuck in traffic and “looking at the guy’s 

taillights in front of me who just cut me off.” He takes a deep breath and tries to relax 

rather than “making a gesture or honking my horn.” 

Using contemplative readings 
Another high-scoring leader introduced spiritual practice into their work day by 

sharing what she refers to as contemplative readings. Her purpose for these readings 

is to help people think more deeply and perhaps apply some of the learning to their 

daily life and work: 

I get a morning prayer every day… I have taken some of these and 
taken out the reference to God. I send it to the whole company and I 
said, “Look, this was a prayer and it did have references to God, but 
these other parts I think can have meaning for all us regardless of your 
belief; so I wanted to share this with everybody”…[it’s] still beneficial 
in terms of to take this sort of attitude and let’s think about it when 
we’re reaching out to our youth and students every day. 

 
The feedback from this leader’s direct reports supports their appreciation of the 

readings: 

Occasionally, she sends newsletters to the whole company and there 
are times that she quotes different, I would say, not necessarily Bible 
verses, but inspirational quotes or something to let us all know that we 
do make a difference and that it’s up to us to make a difference and 
that we’re all together and we are part of a bigger picture, but we all 
need to work independently for things to happen…I think most people 
that work here do appreciate the fact that she is spiritual, and it all kind 
of makes us a little closer 

 
A second direct report also comments on the readings: 
 

She’s always sending spiritual emails to the team, like throughout the 
holiday, she was sending emails about what Christmas is all about, 
faith, love and giving. During different times of the year, she’s always 
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sending the teachers, if not personal emails from her that she will just 
create and send to everyone, but some famous saying or something 
uplifting to keep the teachers motivated, keep their spirits up, to let 
them know how much she appreciates them as being part of her 
company. There are some people who really enjoy receiving them 
because they respond back, and people have a tendency to reply all, so 
you get to see their responses. 

 

Both direct reports speak to the appreciation that they and others in the organization 

have for the leader through using contemplative readings. They experience it as 

“motivating” and “uplifting” and a way to “keep their spirits up.” It reinforces the 

idea that the work they do makes a difference, that they are all in it together, and that 

they are “part of a bigger picture.” They also express appreciation for the leader’s 

sense of spirituality and see that as one of the ways it makes them feel “a little closer” 

to one another.  

Doing yoga 
The last spiritual practice identified is the practice of doing yoga. One leader who 

scored high on the benevolent leadership scale uses it as a way to increase her own 

personal centering and she, too shares this with her direct reports: 

 
I do a lot of yoga and I believe in meditation and stuff like that, so I 
do. I use a different technique now, which I think’s very similar. How 
do you calm your mind when you just wanna reset yourself…My 
girlfriend has this ginormous willow tree in her backyard and I just 
love it. So, I close my eyes and I just like watch in my mind the 
tendrils of the willow tree going back and forth…You get to almost a 
breaking point and it’s like oh my god I need to go to yoga tonight. I 
need to meditate because I’m like all sideways.  

 



166 
 

 

Many direct reports talk about how the leader uses offsite retreats and the 

incorporation of yoga into those retreats as a practice of spirituality that extends care 

to the team and builds strengthens their connection as a group. 

 
Direct Report 1 
She talks about yoga, for example, and going on yoga retreats…I 
think, again, when a leader talks about things like that, it makes you 
feel like that opens the door for you to share…You just feel like 
another connection you make on a little bit of a deeper level. 
 
Direct Report 2 
It’s as simple as, you know, we had an offsite meeting a couple of 
months ago, at this point, and we went and we did yoga…She, in that 
sense for me, cared enough about our physical health and just almost 
mental, I think is a bit of it, because, you know, we’re trying to relax 
and center ourselves. And just again, shows that she cares.  
 
We get together…since we live all across the country, and those 
meetings are very well planned out in terms of the content and the time 
in between to reflect with each other, to team with each other. It’s very 
important for me as a leader to know what my counterparts are doing, 
and it’s really not until we get a chance to like be there with each other 
that we get that opportunity, I feel like. 
  
So I think that goes a long way, and again, it goes back to…she sets up 
the tone for the meeting, the collaboration for us to support each other. 
So it goes a long way…It makes me want to be a better leader, to 
figure out like what I need to do. 

 
Direct Report 3 
She’s brought in yoga teachers to have a break in the middle of the day 
to have a yoga class. So rather than walking out and grabbing coffee, 
we’re doing yoga as a team. Or we’re going to an Orange Theory class 
in the morning before our meetings start to have more of that bonding. 
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For the leader, doing yoga allows her to calm her mind and “reset herself,” especially 

when things “get to the breaking point.” The experience of the direct reports with 

their leader inviting them to off-site retreats and “doing yoga” demonstrated several 

things to them. They experienced a sense of caring for them as individuals, whether it 

is their physical or mental health. That sense of caring also encourages them to “open 

the door and share,” thus resulting in them feeling “like another connection you make 

on a little bit of a deeper level.” This deeper connection leads to them knowing what 

their counterparts are doing and sets up the opportunity for “the collaboration for us 

to support each other.” The ultimate result is reflected in the direct report’s comment, 

“It makes me want to be a better leader, to figure out like what I need to do.” 

Spiritual motivations 
The second major theme in the spiritual depth anchor is spiritual motivation. 

Motivation assumes there is something creating energy or driving toward some type 

of action. It can come from forces external to the individual or it can be intrinsically 

driven. Motivation is the force that drives our behavior. The spiritual motivations of 

the leaders in my study varied. Some claimed no spiritual motivation but talked 

instead about being motivated by success or being “the best.” They cared about things 

like honesty, ethics, excellence, and treating people right, but they cared about them 

for instrumental reasons. They saw them as the means to an end. Honesty and ethics 

lead to trust, excellence leads to high-performance, treating people right leads to 

retaining top talent, and, when combined, these things lead to a successful business.   
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Leaders who claimed a spiritual motivation, on the other hand, talked about things 

like honesty, ethics, excellence, and treating people right as ends in themselves, as 

“the right thing to do” based on their spiritual understandings. They talked about 

caring for people, seeing God in others, connecting with others through “one source” 

of love and life, helping others who are struggling, serving others, working from a 

deep sense of purpose and meaning, using faith as a guiding principle, feeling a sense 

of call, having a moral sensitivity, listening to God, being guided by God or a 

supreme being, and making a positive impact on business and society. Some went so 

far as to say that a spiritual motivation informed and integrated everything they do.  

 

Interestingly, the leaders who claimed no spiritual motivation all scored low in 

benevolent leadership in the quantitative section of my study, while those who 

affirmed a spiritual motivation scored medium or high. Three sub-themes surfaced 

identifying ways in which people experience that motivation from a spiritual place. 

The first identified theme was being ethics/passion-driven (non-spiritual). The second 

identified theme was caring for others. The third theme was fully integrating 

spirituality into work. The examples to follow will illustrate the significant 

differences between these groups, and a discussion will follow regarding the 

differentiating dynamics of the themes. See Table 39 for the spiritual motivations data 

structure. 
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Table 39. Spiritual Motivations Data Structure 
 

1st Order Concepts (In-Vivo Codes) 2nd Order 
Themes 

Aggregate 
Dimension 

“I’m not spiritual. My parents, they were just ethical.”  
 

Being 
Ethics or 
Passion- 

driven (non- 
spiritual) 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 

Spiritual 
Motivation 

“His sense of call came from having a sense of what is right 
and fair.” 

“You don’t need to be religious to be ethical.” 

“I feel everything happens for a reason, and I wouldn’t say 
I’m religious.” 

“I’ve never been guided spiritually, but I think they are 
parallel in that they are espoused by a lot of core religions.” 

“You are expected to show leadership and be ethical and 
professional.” 

“I think that my spirituality manifests itself in dealing with 
my people.” 

  
 
 
 
 

Caring for 
Others 

“He always cares about what’s going on in your personal 
life.” 

“He cares about his employees on a deeper level than just 
making sure the work’s getting done.” 

“When I look at somebody, there’s God in them. It helps me 
see their side of things.” 

“My purpose is to make connections, and that manifests as 
acknowledging my team as people, to recognize them as a 
whole.” 

“I listen to people a lot about what’s going on in their 
lives.” 

“To see how she acts is inspirational, something I would 
like to have.” 

“I try to take care of them with the understanding that a 
happy worker is more efficient and more loyal.” 
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1st Order Concepts (In-Vivo Codes) 2nd Order 
Themes 

Aggregate 
Dimension 

“What I’ve done in my faith has been taking social action.”  
 
 
 

Fully 
Integrating 
Spirituality 
into Work 

“It’s important that we all share this wheel of life and faith 
and work with faith.” 

“In that point of religious conversion or moral sensitivity, 
people are able to understand businesses as a place where 
they can serve others.” 

“Whenever there’s a problem, we talk about faith and how 
we see the greater good.” 

“The company is [the leader’s] calling. That is what the 
company is, the reason it exists, and how [the leader] runs 
the organization.” 

“I thought, ‘I’ll figure it out, and God will provide the way 
for me to prosper.’” 

 

Being ethics/passion-driven (non-spiritual)   
This theme was mentioned by leaders who either indicated that they were not spiritual 

at all or were not very committed to their faith perspective. Many of them pointed to 

ethics and going back to “doing the right thing” when it came to treating people or 

getting the work done: 

I’m not spiritual. I mean I’ve never been a church member. I’m never 
attended like regular. I’ve never gone to church. I’ve never done any 
of those things. 
  
But I have a very strong sense of right and wrong. I think you go back 
to your parents. I think we learn that as children. My parents, they 
were just…they were ethical. Tell the truth. Be honest with your 
customers, customer service. These are repeat customers. You want 
them saying good things about our company and all those kinds of 
things as a little kid…The firm puts this element of, if we can’t trust 
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you, you can’t work here…but I think most of it was 40 years in the 
firm plus 18 years with my parents…I guess I don’t think spiritually of 
it so much…I think I do have times of reflection where I just, whether 
it’s taking three deep breathes or a silent prayer or whatever, it’s like, 
“Calm down. Think. You can help yourself here.” There’s all those 
things. We all get in jams, and I’ve learned to just calm my breathing, 
take a walk, think about. 

 
One of the direct reports also saw the leader’s passion for what is right and fair, but 

also saw something else in him that seemed to drive his passion. 

I think that’s where his sense of spiritual depth and call came from 
because his vision and where he prides himself from a spiritual basis 
and having that sense of purpose, it came from building a winning 
team, having this sense of going to market with the brightest, smartest 
but also making sure that everyone was supported…That’s where his 
sense of call came from having to see people grow into the leader they 
are now and also the vision of a practice that he had coming to 
light…From a religion standpoint, he’s not a very religious person, I 
think his spirituality comes from the people that he surrounds himself 
with or the vision that he had for his ideas and for the type of work that 
he wants to do and that’s where his sense of self and his sense of pride 
comes from. 

 

The next example comes from a leader who is not spiritual but who sees the logical 

connection between ethics and spirituality/religion: 

I guess the first part of this answer is I’m an atheist…I don’t consider 
myself a spiritual person but I think as I look at other religions in the 
world, specifically Eastern religions, that maybe see that God is more 
in the experience or in the relationship…It’s kind of more of 
a…parallel or corroborating principle of mine to say that relationships 
matter a great deal to me and living up to who we say we are as 
people, and acting in an ethical manner which I’m one who can 
completely separate ethics and a moral way of living from religion and 
say you don't need to be religious just to be ethical. That it is simple 
treating people with dignity and respect is a core belief and leading by 
example, helping people to achieve their goals, a lot of things that can 
be found in more religious tenants but in my mind don’t necessarily 
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need to be. I’ve never been guided spiritually or from a religious 
aspect but I think those are paralleled in the sense those that are 
espoused by a lot of core religions that ethos is something that I think I 
find in myself in just the way that I work. So, they’re kind of in 
parallel. 

 
In these examples, the spiritual motivation comes from a place of being ethics/passion 

driven. In the first set of examples, the leader reports being motivated from a place of 

ethics rather than religion or spirituality. The direct report’s account not only 

acknowledges the “right and fair” aspect but goes more deeply into the driving 

passion coming from a place of “building a winning team” and a strong vision for 

what a successful practice looks like. The impact of this leader’s drive and passion is 

exemplified by the direct report’s comment, “What he started back in…2004…is still 

continuing to grow and those leaders, those people that he surrounded himself with 

back then are now leaders in the firm and in higher places within the firm because of 

his leadership.” The last example speaks from a place of ethics, where the leader 

draws “parallels” between spirituality and ethics but sees them as very separate 

nonetheless. 

Caring for others 
This second theme arose from leaders who identified as spiritual, some saying deeply 

spiritual, and who also express the challenge in how to be spiritual in the business 

world. To enable the expression of their spiritual values yet be mindful of their 

corporate setting, these leaders have opted to express that spirituality through how 

they treat people: 
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I think it makes a huge impact to me…I’d like to think that my pretty 
deep spirituality manifests itself in many ways in my people, in 
dealing with my people…I don’t know if they feel that way, but I hope 
they do. I’m…a very spiritual person and I am very serious about my 
faith…Any outward sign of spirituality is highly discouraged, or I 
should say any outward sign of religiousness, religious, whatever the 
word is, is not permitted. I can tell you that right now, just as like if 
you were prejudiced, it wouldn’t be permitted, or if you were a 
chauvinist. It’s viewed as being just not appropriate, good or bad. But 
that said, the things, the characteristics or the attributes that might be 
shared with someone who is spiritual, that’s very much encouraged… 

  
The practices and the way this leader thinks and goes about faith and spirituality is 

deeply embedded, and yet the politics and culture of the organization do not allow it 

to be talked about, nor can the expression of that passion for the church be expressed 

through the firm’s mandatory board member participation: 

I’m pretty active in my parish including with money, but I’ve never 
been particularly interested…in some 501C3 organization and it’s just 
the way I’ve been. It’s actually a sore spot, because about five years 
ago, there was push at [the firm]…that all partners had to be on the 
board, a community board and I wasn’t. My retort was, “Look, I'm 
very involved in my parish.” That doesn’t count and to be honest, I 
was like, “Well, you know what? Screw you. I don’t give a shit what 
you think. That, it counts to me.” No, it doesn't count. 

 
The leader’s direct report does express greater appreciation for how this leader does 

care for the direct reports: 

[T]he best example I can think of is that he’s more than just someone 
who wants to make sure the job’s getting done, like make sure you’re 
making money, make sure you’re clocking in and clocking out. He 
always cares about what’s going on in your personal life…my wife 
gave birth about three months ago, and I was going to take some time 
off of work…[the leader said], “Just make sure you’re with your 
family, and this is an important moment, and other people will pick up 
the slack around here, and the training can be made up. There’s other 
things that are more important than just what’s going on in the office.” 
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I know he cares about his employees on a deeper level than just 
making sure the work’s getting done…It’s that kind of attitude…that 
makes it a better place to work. It’s a different kind of work culture 
…I pick up the slack for them because I know they would pick it up 
for me. Everyone just really has a genuine interest in each other’s 
wellbeing. 

 
This next leader also speaks to the depth of faith personally experienced and the 

manner in which they live that out in their place of employment: 

I’m very spiritual. I am catholic by faith. I am as devout as life will 
allow me to be. I believe that it is in everything that I do. 
Understanding that there are many different faiths and beliefs, I don’t 
necessarily talk about my faith in terms of religion. I’m not afraid to 
talk about it if somebody asks. I think just in the work environment, 
you have to be careful that people don’t feel…I don’t know, pressure 
or harassment or discrimination or anything like that. I’m careful in 
that way. If there’s a conversation that allows it, I’m more than happy 
to share what I believe…I believe that there is one source of love and 
life and energy and it’s in all of us. When I look across the room at 
somebody, there’s God in them and it’s the same God that’s in me and 
it’s the same God that is above…It helps me or I try to have it help me 
to see their side of things. I work very, very hard to try and understand 
why other people might look at things the way that they do rather than 
taking the way people act or what they say…so I listen to people a lot 
about what's going on in their lives…If I’m watching somebody in a 
meeting and I know that they are nervous about something that’s going 
on because I know their mother is ill or their child is struggling, that 
somebody maybe comes into work and sits in a meeting and maybe 
it’s a little bit short with somebody, people respond to that, and 
somehow take it personally that, that person is mad at me but really 
you know that, that person is struggling. It’s the way that I approach 
conflict. That’s the way that I approach team building. It’s the way that 
I approach how I communicate to people. It’s always very much about 
sense of connection. 

 
This leader’s direct report confirms this leader’s love for others and the inspiration 

brings to others: 
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She is always passionate about her work, about the people in her team, 
and I think she is always an inspiration for us…I know that a lot of 
people want to work for her. They always comment about how lucky 
we are to have her as our boss. We completely agree, of course. She is 
very intentional when she talks, always with a meaningful 
purpose…She usually don’t talk about religion, for example. We know 
that she is a religious person, but it’s just because it was mentioned 
many times. She doesn’t talk about that, or she doesn’t say that, that is 
because of that, that she act in that way, but as I said, it’s always very 
inspirational and with purpose and intentional in all the interactions 
that she has…when I say that she is intentional and with purpose, it’s 
because she always has the right words to manage a situation…In a 
way, that is, how can I say, nice...that is very inspirational because 
everyone, as I said, not only in the team but, I think, in the company 
have respect, respect her opinion, and she is always look for advice.  

 
This next leader shares the deep place that faith holds in their life and expresses that 

through the care for people and the importance of the world-life balance: 

 
I think it’s a cornerstone of my DNA as a leader. I am a spiritual 
person and I have a strong faith and that has always been a guiding 
principle for me in the decisions that I make and the way that I interact 
and treat people…I defer a lot to what’s best for my people, kind of 
number one. I try to take care of them first and foremost with the 
understanding that a happy worker is a more efficient one and a more 
loyal one…I wouldn’t think that way if I didn’t have that spiritual base 
guiding me to that ultimate goal… 

 
Another leader describes spirituality in a different way: 

I will say for me, in my career and in my profession, I kind of do hang 
my hat on that I’ve got more of a calling or a mission and it’s to help 
other people be successful. If you really look at what we do in the 
training world, I’m trying to help other people be successful. I do feel 
like that’s a guiding principle or just a guiding mission that’s bigger 
than the weeds, it’s bigger than a salary, it’s bigger than [an] 
organization.  
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This last leader reports that while she is religious, she pulls her energy and motivation 

from other places: 

 
Me, as a person, I’m religious, but I don’t get my spiritual energy from 
my religion. I get it from more of, like I believe in a higher power. I 
believe in karma. I believe in energy because it’s what you give and 
get just as a person, which plays off of what you do, who you are, what 
you believe in and how you bring yourself into the world every day. 
How you treat people and how you think. Do you think clean thoughts 
and are you doing the right thing and what kind of energy are you 
giving off and all that. I definitely believe in that and I practice 
organized religion to the extent that it’s a way for me share my gift. I 
get it for myself and I give it there…At work, I believe those same 
things. I want my team to bring their best self…Obviously, we don’t 
wanna talk about organized religion at work.  

 
The stories shared above come from leaders who scored in the medium range on the 

BLS. It is clear there is a strong sense of spirituality as leaders identify it as a “part of 

my DNA,” or are “very serious about my faith.” The situation for these leaders is the 

barrier in which the spiritual energy gets halted. In some cases, it is the organization 

that imposes that barrier, as identified by the leader saying, “Any outward sign of 

spirituality is highly discouraged.” In other cases, the leader makes that conscious 

choice, “Understanding that there are many different faiths and beliefs, I don't 

necessarily talk about my faith in terms of religion.” What is clear for all these leaders 

is that they choose to express their spirituality in the workplace by pursuing ethic of 

care. For the first leader, it is about “dealing with my people,” and his direct report 

confirms it by saying that the leader “cares about what’s going on in your personal 

life.” For others, it is about helping others experience a sense of meaning, following a 

call to develop others, or “sharing my gifts” with others.   
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Fully integrating spirituality into work  
This third sub-theme—fully integrating spirituality into work—is a defining sub-

theme for benevolent leadership. Just as the quantitative data showed, the spiritual 

depth subscale as the scale that set the high-scoring leaders apart from the lower-

scoring leaders. Looking more deeply into the interviews, this area of integrating the 

leader’s spirituality into all they do and how they understand their work is the 

defining theme. All the high-scoring leaders interviewed (7 out of 14) shared highly 

spiritually integrated stories and their direct reports echoed that integration. None of 

the medium- or lower-scoring leaders spoke neither of their spirituality being 

integrated into their work nor of it simply being a part of who they are in the way that 

the high-scoring leaders did. It is important to note that five of the seven leaders 

interviewed were either owner/CEO of their own business or president of the 

organization. The other two held very high positions in their respective firms. Part of 

what this idea highlights is how the role of the leader significantly impacts the entire 

ethos of the organization and, more specifically, how one might be able to seamlessly 

integrate their spirituality with their work. 

 
The first story demonstrates the deep connection between this leader’s faith 

association and how it gets expressed through her involvement in the community: 

It’s always been something that I hadn’t understood about myself as to 
why there isn’t anything spiritual that moves me. As you said, it goes 
beyond religion…I’m Jewish and grew up that way and raised my kids 
that way….What I’ve done in my faith has very much been as an adult 
around social action, taking social action…I think that is likely the 
aspect of it that has influenced me…I think that is the aspect that may 
impact is that social actions do good for people, which I've taken from 
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those around me who are Jewish…I’ve chosen to be with those who 
happen to be Jewish or are very focused on social action and doing the 
right thing…I would say it comes from being part of a Jewish 
community that does strive to make change in society…It can be 
what’s going on in politics these days and from that vantage point. It 
can be also from social action around immigrants and people that have 
found themselves in the country with nothing and being able to put 
together initiatives to focus on them, taking action on the social 
matter…It’s having part of your purpose be to have wellbeing for 
others…I think the successes I’ve had as a team in things that are not 
work related but are social action related has likely influenced that for 
me at work. 

 
This leader’s direct report, when asked about the spiritual depth anchor, responded in 

this way: 

 
I don’t know, again, I don’t know if there’s something specific. Kind 
of like I described, her approach at work almost could seem spiritual in 
that, she is approaching things for the greater good. Like, yes, your 
project might be focused on the technical this or a specific objective, 
but for the greater good, shouldn’t we think about X, Y, and Z…Yeah, 
I mean I do think her way of working and her approach ... And trying 
to again get us to the right place for the greater good ... I can’t think of 
a time it didn’t work out. So, and like I said, people come back to her 
because they know she can help. She can help do the right thing, she 
can think through things, she's a go-to for a lot of people and it helps 
from larger implementation projects down to smaller helping people 
talk through their career. 

 
Another leader talks about the integration as they work with clients: 
 

Well, I would say that this organization is very particular…in which 
what we sell, our product are services based on transformation…so 
we’re in the business of creating and empowering mindsets like 
change management…But in all the programs, even in our consulting 
for mid-sized organizations, which we will to make them extraordinary 
organizations in which they need to find out the mission that is much 
more than making money, and by creating that mission and big 
purpose…we believe that team building is not only a matter of being 
effective, it’s building community, and if we arrive in that point of, I 
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want to say, religious conversion, but at least moral sensitivity, I 
would say that people are able to get into that point in which they 
understand businesses becoming a place which they can serve others, 
each other…Every single thing that we do…there is always this touch 
of moral development. The people that work in [the firm], we are very 
connected in a spiritual level, so most of us, we have a Christian based 
religion…When you understand that people are the most relevant thing 
in life, like serving and loving and well, then you can do the rest of the 
things.  

 
One of the direct reports for this leader talks their experience of the integration of the 

spirituality into work: 

I think it’s very important that…we all share this wheel of life and 
faith and how can we make work, with faith, even though we don’t go 
with our clients and we talk about it…I see that faith goes beyond, or it 
touches every aspect of human life. So, what I see is that whenever 
there’s a problem, whenever there’s a crisis, we have these talks about 
faith, and how we see the greater good beyond what circumstances we 
are dealing with… And it’s great to be able to have those kind of 
talks…On myself, I think that, again, I feel it’s a blessing…I see His 
hand in everything, right? Like meeting people that are united for the 
same mission. So, the impact for me is that I am able and feel very 
engaged to work in a company like this making a difference…you find 
that you are in a company where we really want to do what’s 
good…It’s like whenever we have a conflict, or a problem with a 
client or with whatever it’s okay, in this situation that is very complex, 
what is the greater good we can do...And because the greater good is 
also, of course, having to have good numbers, right? But it’s not the 
only thing. So, the greater good is like...the variables that are 
influencing and that might be important to take this decision, to make 
this decision. 

 

In the following excerpt, a third leader shares about his practice of listening to God 

and how that plays into what the organization is about: 

What’s a part of my practice is figuring out how to listen to God, how 
to pursue deepening my own quietness, and how to pursue loving and 
supporting other people coming to their own ability to love and 



180 
 

 

support even other people…If somebody is struggling more, I go, “Eff 
it. It’s only money. We’ll figure it out.” It impacts my leadership in 
those areas. I’m driven to have an impact. I want the world to be a 
better place because I was here. What’s important to me is that I know 
that and a few people that really love me know that...Purpose and 
meaning trumps my bank account…What gets me excited is I can 
impact 250,000 more people a month, which means really in the 
course of year, we’ll have 300,000 working their way through here. In 
over three years, you’re touching one million people...Ultimately, it’s 
about giving and receiving love. If we get bigger, that platform, I get a 
slightly larger microphone. Less people can throw that message out. 
That gets me excited. 

 
This leader’s direct report shares their experience with the integration of spirituality 

into work: 

You talk about [the leader] having a call…[the company] is [the 
leader’s] calling. That is what the company is, the reason that it exists, 
and how [the leader] runs the organization, and what it’s all 
about...One of the big reasons that I’m here with him is his pitch to me 
for me to come over and join the organization …it was also about 
meaning and purpose…for [the leader] it is not about the dollars and 
cents, it’s about how many people we can help. How many people can 
we touch? How many can we impact? And how do we grow and scale 
this company so that we can actually make a measurable impact on 
healthcare? That is the whole state of being of why he created [the 
company] and what he’s driving to do…he lives in a place on a daily 
basis where it is all about meaning, and purpose… He’s not trying to 
make money. That’s not his goal. It’s about how do we impact? How 
do we make impact? How do we do that, right? And unbelievably so in 
all these little ways. It just seems to pay in dividends back. 

 
The next leader—our fourth example here—talks about how his reliance on God 

guides how he runs his business and gets through the challenging times: 

I thought I could do anything basically within reason. I thought I’ll figure it out 
and God will provide the way for me to prosper whatever I’m doing…When I 
found myself starting my own business not knowing at all what I was going to 
do…I had the conversation with God that we’re going to have a partnership 
here and my part in the partnership is to show up every day basically, God, you 
have the rest. Because that’s all I can do and I would. 
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I had a free breakfast one day and talking with somebody about what I 
purportedly do. I hadn’t done a lot of it but I could talk it. Somebody 
called me later in the morning and said I was at your table we didn’t 
get a chance to meet but I overheard your conversation and I think I 
know what to do. I think you should call this guy he’s the global 
director of real estate at [a company]. I said, thank you very much. He 
gave me the name and number and I did not expect to get [the global 
director] directly but low and behold he picked up his own phone. I 
somehow stammered through whatever I said and he said, “Well, that 
sounds interesting why don’t you come by this afternoon and I’d like 
to learn more.” I did, thinking it would be him and I and I was ushered 
into a room conference room where him and 20 other people were 
waiting for me…I just launched into it and got the job and never 
looked back after that…As the years roll by, as you can imagine, you 
just get more and more accustomed to relying on God that he’s going 
to provide the right people who actually know something and can be 
on my team, whatever. I think it’s still pretty much the way I operate. 

 
The faith and reliance on God of this leader is quite remarkable. The direct reports of 

this leader also weigh in on how they see this play out in their day to day work: 

Direct Report 1 
It’s interesting because knowing [the leader] as long as I have and as 
well as I do, I hear this [spirituality question]…It doesn’t say the word 
God or religion or anything to do with any of that, but [the leader] is 
very spiritual and very close to God, but you would never know that 
about him. It’s not like he’s out preaching it in every meeting to every 
person he meets…It’s just so much a part of him that it’s not even a 
thing to bring up, it’s just who he is. 

  
Direct Report 2 
It would have to be our latest retreat we had in October…it was a real 
core development and team building effort for all of [the company], 
and even close contractors to [the company], that [the leader] took 
upon himself to bring us all together so that we could all tell our 
stories, and put our hearts and souls out on the table in front of all 
those that we affect. I think that was a very positive and profound 
spiritual decision on [the leader’s] part to allow the entire [company] 
to be equally viewed from each other…The outcome was, “Well, we 
already are reinventing ourselves. We’re taking ourselves out of the 
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cookie cutter business.” And it was also just the opportunity to refocus 
on the fact that [the company’s] a virtue-based business. That’s what 
we want to promote…I was always hoping to get into something 
where I felt like I was giving something back more than I was taking. 
And with [the leader’s] philosophy over the years has evolved into 
this, and it probably took me this long to recognize it, that I think it’s 
where I want to be at the end of my career. 

 
Direct Report 3 
If you talk to any one of us, almost...I would say 90% of us…We felt 
called to the purpose of having this job and so it creates a very, very 
strong bond between all of us, and I think that makes us…our 
organization different…I mean honestly that’s kinda the backbone, the 
main thing behind our whole organization. Obviously it started ... With 
such a small company it started with [the leader] and his...his beliefs 
and his faith. It’s something that he was not expecting to get into, he 
was full time ministry…When he first started 28 years ago…He would 
show up each day to an empty desk and a non-ringing phone…And he 
had this relationship with God where he basically said, “Look all I can 
do is I can show up and You have to do the rest.” And so that was kind 
of the deal he had…The spiritual deal or the faith deal that he had and 
he said, “I'll keep showing up, but that’s pretty much all I’ve got.” And 
sure enough we laid out this huge timeline for [the company] during 
that retreat…And so then we started talking about how we’ve all 
gotten to be in [the company] and most ... Like I said almost all of us 
had the exact same story as far as feeling that we had a call to the 
organization. 

 
The last leader—a fifth example—like the others, shares how faith is just part of who 

she is: 

 
My faith guides me in ways that are not always the Catholic-based 
because I’ve come, and gone, and back from my Catholicism over 
time, but I’ve never lost sight of that there’s something bigger and 
beyond just me, or just as a human. I’m like really scientific and 
mathematically-driven that kind of I grew up with my dad, like 
everything can be reduced to math and science. I love math and 
science. That’s not enough to keep one moral compass heading in the 
right direction…I mean there’s very much is for me a supreme being, 
and it is God with the capital G because Catholic I supposed, but I 
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don’t deny to if someone who’s Hindu or Buddhist is having a higher 
being of some sort…My faith allows me to feel and react with real 
meaning about people that work with me, around me. [The company’s] 
a family and it’s girded by faith…I knew it by about the few that were 
closest to me all the time but this made me feel really good about I’ve 
got a lot of people around me that are also faith-based and that 
whatever their faith. It’s just you can’t extricate it. I can’t 
compartmentalized my faith and my life from my work. That’s another 
from my personal belief is that my work is my life, and my life is my 
work, and they’re all together. They’re all part of one thing, and it all 
happened, and it makes sense because there’s a God. God wants us to 
be humble and do the right thing by others, and put others before us. 
God’s greater than all of us. I don’t really talk much about my religion. 
I’m kind of struggling to explain it. 

 
This leader’s direct reports make these comments about the leader, validating the 

integrated nature of the leader: 

 
Direct Report 1 
It was the coolest thing I’d ever seen before in my life. She just ... 
Everything she does, the way she carries herself in thought, word, and 
deed, is spiritual. She’s been raised that way, and I think she’s always 
been that way. 

 
Direct Report 2 
Well, the only thing I can think about is sense of call…She doesn’t 
talk much about her different faith to other people, but I think she tries 
to keep the spiritual atmosphere there to the teachers, letting them 
know how much she care for them and she’s glad that they’re a part of 
her company. 

 
Each leader’s story speaks to the level of integration of their faith in their life and in 

how they operate as a leader. In some cases, their spirituality is so integrated they 

may not even recognize it. The first leader’s story is a reflection of this idea. She 

speaks about the puzzlement of nothing “spiritual that moves me,” yet she goes on in 
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the quotation and throughout her entire interview talking about how passionate she is 

about social action in the Jewish community. This social action theme runs through 

her entire interview, impacting everything she does. This leader’s direct report 

experiences this as “approaching things for the greater good” whether that is the 

greater good of the company or beyond. 

 

The other stories from these leaders reflect a more spiritual and, in some cases, 

religious theme throughout. The second leader’s story reflects the shared faith 

perspective of most who work in the organization: “The people that work in [the 

firm], we are very connected in a spiritual level, so most of us, we have a Christian 

based religion…” The direct report reflects this shared experience: “[W]e all share 

this wheel of life and faith and how can we make work, with faith, even though we 

don’t go with our clients…I see that faith goes beyond, or it touches every aspect of 

human life.” The effect of being able to share this faith perspective impacts this direct 

report by enabling them to “engage” in an organization that is “making a difference” 

and being a part of a group “where we really want to do what’s good.” This direct 

report feels proud to be a part of this type of organization.  

 

The third leader intentionally tries to find ways “to hear God’s voice” so as to have 

“impact.” He sees that the biggest thing is to “give and receive love” and that 

“purpose and meaning trumps my bank account.” This way of integrating this 

spirituality into the work place is reflected by the direct report who sees the company 
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as [the leader’s] calling. The direct report also cites this as the reason he came to 

work for the company, to be able to work at a place that was about “meaning and 

purpose.” The direct report goes on to see the impact of this type of integration by 

remarking, “And unbelievably so in all these little ways. It just seems to pay in 

dividends back.” 

 

The fourth leader speaks the most directly of his interaction and integration with God. 

His comment about having” conversations with God” about “their partnership”, 

defining the leader’s job was “to show up” and the “rest was up to God” demonstrates 

how this leader understands God to be a part of everything that happens with the 

organization. The first direct report comments on the integrated nature of the leader’s 

relationship with God by sharing that the leader does not “preach” but that “it’s just 

so much a part of him that it’s not even a thing to bring up, it’s just who he is.” The 

second direct report shares the impact of the leader’s sense of spirituality as he speaks 

about the “virtue-based” company. The direct report reflects, “I was always hoping to 

get into something where I felt like I was giving something back more than I was 

taking.” The third direct report speaks most directly about how the integration of 

spirituality impacts the people who work for the organization: “We felt called to the 

purpose of having this job and so it creates a very, very strong bond between all of 

us.” He reflected the idea that this sense of call from everyone is the “backbone” of 

the company, and as people shared their stories in the retreat, it was clear that most 

felt they “had a call to the organization.” 
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The fifth leader speaks directly about the interconnected nature of her faith and her 

work. She states, “my personal belief is that my work is my life, and my life is my 

work, and they’re all together.” The first direct report confirms this integration by 

first indicating how “cool” it is to see such spirituality then goes on to say, 

“Everything she does, the way she carries herself in thought, word, and deed, is 

spiritual. She’s been raised that way, and I think she’s always been that way.” The 

second direct report discusses the practice of “using contemplative readings” and the 

“uplifting” nature of them and the leader encouraging people to respond, which they 

do. Without saying much about her faith directly, the direct reports and others sense 

the deep spiritualty of this leader. 

Summary of spiritual depth themes 
Two major themes emerged from the interviews: spiritual practice and spiritual 

motivation. Both leaders and direct reports spoke to this dimension. However, the 

stories and ideas within the stories had a wide variance regarding the experience and 

articulation of spiritual depth. These differences parallel what was observed in the 

quantitative data where the differentiation in scores separated the high-scoring leaders 

from the lower-scoring leaders.  

Spiritual practice 
Leaders and direct reports discussed six different practices: being in nature, praying, 

thinking/reflection, practicing meditation, using contemplative readings, and doing 

yoga. The first three practices were ones that leaders engaged in on a regular basis 
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and even practiced during their workday. The last three were practices that the leaders 

identified as significant in their daily lives and work and they also involved their 

direct reports in the methods. Involving the direct reports in the manner the leaders 

did extended the leader’s sense of spirituality to them and communicated a strong 

sense of caring to them. The leaders who specifically named practicing meditation 

and using contemplative readings were part of the higher-scoring group of leaders. 

  

• Being in nature refers to times when leaders would use the outdoors to find a 

place of quiet reflection and deeper connection beyond work or themselves. For 

the high-scoring leaders, being in nature was often where they experienced the 

connection with the higher sense of “source” or God. 

• Praying involves leaders engaging in actual prayers, like the Rosary or more 

extemporaneous pray. The centering effects of prayer were of great use to these 

leaders, especially during chaotic or uncertain times. High-scoring leaders spoke 

of prayer as being in conversation with God or trying to hear God’s voice. 

• Thinking/Reflection refers to leaders finding times of quiet where they could 

simply think or reflect on things they needed to better understand and make sense 

of. Thinking and reflection was often paired with one of the other practices such 

as being in nature or praying. Leaders who scored high also connected the 

dimension of a higher being as a part of this reflection. 

• Practicing meditation is a fourth theme emerging from the interviews and was 

one of the practices discussed by high-scoring leaders. These leaders used 
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meditation not only with their employees and making it a regular part of the work 

life, but they also at times included clients into the practice. The practice got 

replicated by the direct reports in other aspects of their work life. 

• Using contemplative readings is another area that high-scoring leaders 

implemented on a regular basis. The intent of these readings was inspirational and 

encouraging others to bring their best self to their work. Many of the readings 

were of a religious spirit and the references to “God” were removed or neutralized 

to show respect for one’s religious orientation, but the spiritual and inspirational 

intent was still evident. 

• Doing yoga is a practice that leaders involved their direct reports in as a spiritual 

practice, but also as a self-care, stress-reduction practice. Leaders scoring higher 

encouraged this practice, especially when they were involved in off-site meetings. 

Spiritual motivation 
Spiritual motivation revealed three different sub-themes describing what compels the 

leader into action and how they understand their purpose in work and life. The three 

sub-themes include the being ethics/passion-driven (non-spiritual), caring for others, 

and fully integrating spirituality into work. Each one of these areas represents the 

leader operating from a very strong sense of belief and conviction, yet each one is 

very different, not only in how it is demonstrated, but also in how it impacts the direct 

reports.  
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• Being ethics/passion-driven refers to those leaders who did not relate to a 

particular faith, referenced themselves as atheists, or acknowledged that work and 

religion do not intersect. Leaders in the low- and medium-scoring categories 

represented this theme. Many of these leaders acknowledged a parallel between 

ethics and spiritual teachings and could see the value of the teachings in life at 

work. 

• Caring for others is also a theme expressed by the medium- and low-scoring 

leaders, again shying away from the integration of spirituality and work. For 

many of these respondents, how people got treated was an expression of their 

faith and spirituality. This was how they could negotiate living out their 

spirituality in the workplace where it was otherwise discouraged. 

• Fully integrating spirituality into work represents how the high-scoring leaders 

understood and expressed their spirituality. Unlike stories from the other two 

theme areas in spiritual motivation, where spirituality was more 

compartmentalized, the high-scoring leaders spoke of no barrier between what 

they believed and how that demonstrated in the workplace.  

 

For many of them, the spirituality dimension was completely intertwined into the 

ethos of the organization. Interestingly, the accounts of the direct reports often 

referenced that the leader didn’t talk much about their faith, that it is just simply a 

part of who the leader is.  
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Positive engagement: Inspiring positivity 
Karakas and Sarigollu (2012) defined positive engagement as creating positive 

change in the organization through inspiring hope and courage. This includes five key 

leadership behaviors and characteristics: emphasizing the bigger picture and creating 

shared vision, managing and resolving paradoxes, enabling thriving in chaos, 

encouraging second order learning, and initiating positive change. My themes are 

similar to those of Karakas and Sarigollu (2012), but they reflect some significant 

differences: expressing gratitude, encouraging work-life balance, valuing individuals, 

employing positive interventions, going above and beyond, and promoting 

flourishing. Like the ethical sensitivity anchor, positive engagement does not reveal 

much difference between higher- and lower-scoring leaders. Apart from one theme 

area, leaders across the spectrum demonstrate behaviors in all the sub-theme areas. 

Promoting flourishing is the only sub-theme that is discussed by some of the high 

leaders. See Table 40 for the data structure related to positive engagement. 

Table 40. Positive Engagement Data Structure 
 

1st Order Concepts (In-Vivo Codes) 2nd Order 
Themes 

Aggregate 
Dimension 

“This is a token of our appreciation.”  
 
Expressing 
Gratitude 

 
 
 
 
 

“Real-time recognition is taking the time to 
recognize people who do something positive.” 

“I’m sending out a note and telling people to be 
proud of how much they’ve accomplished this 
year.” 
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1st Order Concepts (In-Vivo Codes) 2nd Order 
Themes 

Aggregate 
Dimension 

“She takes a lot of time and thought in recognizing 
us.” 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Inspiring 
Positivity 

“I’ve always focused on work-life balance for my 
teammates.” 

 
Encouraging 
Work-Life 
Balance 

“One of his values is to be balanced with family 
and work.” 

“He makes sure life outside work fits with life 
inside work.” 

“We need to get done what we need to get done, 
but we don’t have to sacrifice everything for it.” 

“He takes time to know what everybody is working 
on, at work and outside as well.” 

 
 
Valuing of 
Individuals 

“If you take care of your people, they’ll take care of 
you.” 

“She thinks about me as an individual person.” 

“He’d have one-on-ones asking, is everything 
going well?”  

“If people need assistance, she spends time with 
them to help.” 

 
 
 
Going Above 
and Beyond 

“He’s adamant on getting us new work.” 

“I have an open door policy, come in and talk to 
me.” 

“He released her bonus check to her, a decent thing 
to do.” 

“I’ll take responsibility for her through the end of 
the year, then we’ll assess if there’s a longer term 
role.” 

“She inspires us to think in different way.”   
Employing 
Positive 
Interventions 

“He engaged employees in a company-wide 
retreat.” 
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1st Order Concepts (In-Vivo Codes) 2nd Order 
Themes 

Aggregate 
Dimension 

“She introduced the Appreciative Inquiry 
approach.” 

“The biggest was the Appreciative Inquiry Summit 
she did.” 

“People flourish given autonomy, authority, and 
responsibility.” 

 
 
 
Promoting 
Flourishing 

“We’re all waking up every day wanting to be the 
best version of ourselves, which is flourishing.” 

“We are a people centric company. It comes down 
to human flourishing.”  

“Our purpose is to flourish.” 

“We need to promote flourishing within our own 
company.” 

 

Expressing gratitude 
Gratitude and appreciation came up frequently as something leaders did to engage 

their direct reports in positive ways. It is clear the intent of the action was not to get 

people to engage, but rather to express true appreciation for what a person 

accomplished. The result from the action was that more people wanted to engage 

because of what the leader did. The first example is of this high-scoring leader who 

wanted to recognize the amount of work a direct report had put into something: 

 
The situation…I thought of was actually related to another director 
that is actually on these other territory’s team. He was one of the 
individuals that she would work with really closely...actually still 
does...and, they went through their annual review process and 
compensation process, and he came away feeling disappointed by the 
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increase he got and the bonus he got, and he shared all these feelings 
with her. 
  
I think she could see how hard he had been working, that he had been 
trying to again be some continuity for this team as they had leaders 
come and go. Just the sheer number of hours in the day that he was 
working...had a discussion with our US leader to see whether we could 
pull together an AmEx gift card that she could provide to him. It’s not 
a high dollar amount at the end of the day, but it was just that showing 
of appreciation to say, “We recognize that you may not have been 
entirely happy with your compensation, with your bonus, but you are 
working really hard. That we value that, and this is a token of our 
appreciation,” and it came from our US budget. She really made that 
happen and felt like it was really important to show that recognition to 
him…he really appreciated it at the end of the day. Again, it wasn’t a 
huge amount of money, but, the fact that she made a point to have it 
approved and to find the right way to share the resources from one 
territory to the other, and all the budgeting that goes into that on the 
back end.  
 
[O]n me, again it just showed the importance of taking the time to 
appreciate someone in a way that they will respond well to. It’s 
figuring out how this person realized that I am taking the time to 
appreciate them…and making that happen. Just taking time out of her 
very busy day to do this one thing was really important to her, but also 
I think it was really beneficial to the relationship that she was 
developing with this person. For me to see all that was just good 
learning, and a reminder to try to figure out…you know, if I’m 
working with teams and working with other people, it may not be 
money that motivates them, or that they feel appreciated by, but 
figuring out what that is and making sure at the right time showing that 
appreciation for them. 
 

Another way leaders can incentivize their direct reports is through a program called 

“real-time recognition.” One direct report shares how that works in their organization 

with this high-scoring leader: 

Two things that I thought about in this area is, we have a...What do I 
want to call it? A system, that’s not a very good word, but kind of a 
system that’s called real-time recognition in the firm, and it’s both just 
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a practice of frequently giving positive feedback and taking the time to 
recognize people who do something positive, whether it’s verbally 
telling them in writing, or there’s also a way to recognize someone 
monetarily…[The leader’s] great at doing that, and just for point of 
comparison, I would say in the last than 12 months I have worked for 
her, I think she’s sent me maybe two, we call them spot bonuses or just 
smaller dollar values, I think I’ve gotten maybe two from her. My 
previous leader, I don’t think I ever did. I just think that she is...She’s 
good at thinking about recognition and wanting to balance that out. I 
think that’s one example I had.  

 
The second one, it’s a little different is, [the leader’s] just extremely 
generous. The joke is that she is Oprah…She really, I feel like she 
takes a lot of pride in her direct reports, and she really wants to make 
our team of, there’s six of us who report directly to her. She really 
takes a lot of time and thought in recognizing us, how to make us feel 
good, develop us. One of those ways, I would say, is that we have 
gotten into a bit of a rhythm where, again as I mention, all of us are in 
different cities. We connect on the phone at least once a week. But 
then we have started, I think we’re kind of getting into a cadence of 
meeting in person twice a year…The first meeting, we all flew into 
[city]. We rented a house. The first thing we did was go to the grocery 
store and we had all signed up for what meals we were going to cook, 
we bought groceries together, and we were able, in my view, to be at 
least as productive, if not more, and we were sitting around in yoga 
pants, pajamas, whatever. Very comfortable, with our computers on 
our laps, and we have enough collaboration tools that we can be 
working on documents at the same time…It just really demonstrated 
how you can make work more relaxed, more fun. It was a great way 
for our team, so this is our team of like six direct reports, so seven 
including [the leader], just the way you get to know each other while 
you’re all cooking dinner, but still chatting about a work topic, but it 
also really enables you to build relationships as a team.  

 
 
In this example, the leader not only participates in the firm-wide incentive program 

and makes full use of it, but she also thinks about ways to engage with her people to 

not only get work done but, more importantly, to get people to know each other 
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better, which builds the strength in the team and increases the effectiveness of their 

work together.  

 

The next story from a direct report talks about how the positive attitude of her leader 

has helped to increase her own positivity and her desire to go and find more 

innovative ways to engage the people she works with. 

I’ve been asking for probably five years to get my trainers into 
development programs and always told, “No. It’s too much money.” 
I’ve been asking for years to promote some of my trainers to the next 
trainer level. No. Again, within the first six months, [of the new leader 
coming in] every trainer has gone to an outside training course, he got 
my now senior trainer promoted, which I had been asking for years for 
that, and we got him promoted within six months, and again, just 
asked me to type up a letter as to why. Never came back at me with 
any of it, just got it done, so I just feel again that he supports my 
decisions. 
 
I feel like I want to go out and look for more innovative ways of 
getting things done, because they’re going to be supported when I’ve 
always been shot down in the past, like looking for different solutions, 
looking for different ways of doing things.  
 
I know I myself, like this year was the first time I’ve done it, I now 
literally set aside time on my calendar at the beginning of every week 
to look at the past week and see where I can recognize my team. I 
never did that before. 
 
I’ve been trying to, like I said, I set aside time on Mondays, and I 
mean it can be anything. We have a shine program where they get 
points in this account and can spend it. We have little automated cards 
that we can send out, but I’ve just been trying to do that on a weekly 
basis, even if it’s just a little card, because they’re having a hard time, 
like one of my employees is going through a divorce, and I sent him a 
card. Even if it’s just something little, I’ve just been trying to do 
something on a weekly basis, because they do so much, and you forget 
about it throughout the week, right? I’m setting aside time. 
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...I just think that we get along, like even we have huddles three times 
a week, and when I meet with them, it’s no more of me just talking to 
them, there’s an active conversation going on. They’re more involved, 
they also bring issues up, and we talk about them as a group. I just 
think that there’s overall more involvement, and I think they’re calmer. 
They’re not as stressed, and again it’s that trickle down.  

 
Simply reading this direct report’s story, one can hear the engagement and 

enthusiasm in their voice and in the reporting of their actions due to the leader’s 

support and positivity. The leader’s positive behavior has a contagious effect on the 

direct report, which she talks about at length. 

 

This final story not only speaks about some of the incentives of appreciation that the 

leader offers, but it also goes into how this leader does a good job of caring for and 

developing people. This direct report not only appreciates what his leader does for 

him but also wants to emulate the behavior and carry that positivity forward: 

I think an example there is just different kinds of celebrations that 
we’ll do. For example, in a couple weeks, we’re doing a holiday party 
that’s office-wide, or if a big project ends, then we might go out for 
drinks together, or if a new person starts, we’ll all take him out to 
lunch to welcome him or her. That’s kind of like the social aspect of it. 

  
Then I think the other side of it is just from a review perspective of 
after a project’s done, sitting down and letting someone know that 
they’ve done a good job or this is what you’ve done well, this is 
something you could be working on to improve. Just trying to make 
everyone better. Letting everyone know that they’re appreciated while 
at the same time, letting them know how they could be better…he does 
an exceptional job of really looking out for developing you into 
becoming a better person in the future, of the types of expectations that 
are expected of you at the next level. From a feedback perspective or a 
developmental perspectives, that’s something that he does 
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exceptionally well…Always willing to meet and give some 
feedback…An openness and someone that you know you can learn a 
lot from and almost want to…think about what would they do in 
certain situations…It makes it easier to know that there’s someone out 
there that you can go to for guidance in so many different aspects of 
things…I think also it gives you someone to emulate and like I said 
before, if that I like how my leader treats me, that’s what I’ll do for 
people that are working for me. 

 
All of these stories from direct reports describe how the leaders went about 

expressing gratitude. In the first case, the leader found a way to provide extra 

compensation to recognize the hard work the person had put into the job. In the 

second story, the leader received the comparison to “Oprah” because of her 

generosity in recognizing and affirming others generously. The third direct report’s 

story talked about how the positivity and generosity of the leader caused the direct 

report to follow suit with people she supervises. The team she is a part of gets 

together in “huddles” and engages in “active conversation”—actually discussing 

issues they are dealing with and increasing the sense of engagement. The final direct 

report story speaks not only to the impact of expressing gratitude through 

celebrations, but also the expression of gratitude through providing good 

developmental feedback. What is common to all of these stories is the “trickle down” 

effect expressed by one direct report or the desire to “emulate” the leaders’ behavior. 

There is a sense of generativity that results because of expressing gratitude.  

Encouraging work-life balance 
The second theme in positive engagement is how these higher-scoring leaders do 

things to encourage a better work-life balance. This kind of focus has been a change 
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in several industries, but especially the financial services industry. Below is one 

narrative that serves as an example: 

I’ve been with the firm for a long time…when I first started out 
working, it was a ton of work, work, work. You know, worked 
weekends, and it was a little crazy hours. But finding the balance with 
personal life was a little bit difficult at times. It’s kind of evolved a 
little bit over the years, but over the last, you know, couple of years, 
especially recently, as we continue to focus on our “Be Well, Work 
Well”, like from a physical, emotional. The other one was mental, by 
the way. I couldn’t remember it before, but mental. And spiritual 
element. 

 
A second narrative offers yet another supporting example:  
 

I mean he, I guess just for me, other than professionally and 
organizationally, in terms of personal development, like helping me 
not only organize just kind of my work schedule, but seeing how that 
combines with my well-being outside of work…he’s been a really big 
proponent of it, of making sure that his teams feel that they are getting 
a good split between a work-life balance…He’s helped me out in 
terms of kind of explaining, “Okay, this is how you sort of structure 
your days and structure beyond that in order to get where you want, 
but at the same time keeping those relationships intact.” 
 
[A] decent amount of what they look at is retention for specific teams, 
and so I think one of the good things is that he has a higher retention 
rate on a lot of his jobs, so basically people want to work with him. 
They want to continue working with him in the future, and he makes it 
easy to do so.  
 
I think we’ve kind of hit a point where that newer generation is getting 
into higher levels, and so he’s like right on the forefront along with 
more people his age that are understanding the wants of kind of that 
millennial generation and generations below them of like flexibility 
and not being so rigid in how we think, how we operate, standard nine-
to-five work hours—stuff like that—and so…Yeah, I don’t want to say 
that it’s all completely him, but basically the thought process and kind 
of that mindset that exists with the people who are now becoming the 
leaders of the firm as opposed to those older leaders who are now 
retiring. 
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How leaders encourage work-life balance is an important thing to the people who 

work for them. The next story comes from a direct report in the financial services 

industry: 

We had a mass exodus of people. It was about six people, and there’s 
only 22 people in our department. They all left two months before the 
busy season. We weren’t getting any new hires until two weeks after 
busy season. 
  
We were all freaking out, thinking this is going to be 90 hours a week. 
This is going to be insane. We’re going to drown. This is awful. Both 
him and the other leadership in our department really, really worked at 
keeping us calm. They were very, very transparent about scheduling. 
They were very adamant that if you have too much work, raise your 
hand, and we don't have to necessarily meet those revenues in our 
office. We can move them to another office for the season. There 
might be stuff that we simply cannot handle. 

  
Then it was just little things, you know. Some mornings, he brought in 
coffee, or bagels, or brought in lunch. It was all very food related. 
Then at the end of the season, they took our department out on this 
party bus to go to the Kentucky horse racing for the day, and got us all 
dressed up…They knew that we were panicking, and they really 
wanted to help. They really wanted to make us feel as if we’re not just 
going to be given all this work and forgotten, and if we don’t get it 
done, we’re in a boatload of trouble. They recognized it. We learned a 
lot in two months, because we were forced to…We learned a lot 
technically and the manpower to necessarily teach all the time.  

 
This next direct report is from another country but works in the United States. She 

shares her experience of her leader finding an innovative way to bring a better sense 

of work-life balance when home is not where you live and work: 

 
Years ago, there was a survey with the company, and it was one of the 
lower, I think, that actually…Lower or lowest rate was about work-life 
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balance. In general, through the organization, the people think or 
thought that we didn’t have a good work-life balance. 
  
Most of us in [the leader’s] team, the people that are located here, 
almost all of us, we are coming from different countries…What she all 
said to us was that we could go twice per year to work from home, 
literally work from home, one week each time, and [the company] will 
pay our travel. I mean, the company will pay our travel to work from 
home. It creates a big engagement when you have the possibility to go 
and work from home, and everybody can work remotely, but in this 
case, has some additional meaning. 
  
Her offer was in the sense to improve our work-life balance, 
understanding that we left our countries. We left our families and 
friends, and it would be good for us to have the opportunity without...I 
mean, to have the opportunity to go and see them. Of course, it creates, 
as I said, it has a big impact in the engagement, and in the motivation 
that you have with the job. 

 
There is a deep sense of appreciation from the direct reports when the leaders 

encourage work-life balance. The first direct report speaks about how this emphasis 

has changed in the industry from when he first started. In the second story, the direct 

report speaks to how the direct involvement of the leader impacts the individual, the 

team, and the organization in three significant ways. First the leader is intentional 

about encouraging work-life balance by helping the direct report organize their work 

schedule being mindful of “how it combines with my well-being outside of work.” 

Second, the leader’s involvement with his direct reports impacts “retention of team 

members” because people appreciate his involvement and want to work for him. This 

has impact for the organization because the higher retention rate keeps turnover costs 

down. The third impact this direct report speaks of is how the type of attention the 

leader gives to encouraging work-life balance fits well with the “millennial 
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generation and generations below.” Through encouraging a work-life balance, this 

leader is demonstrating a certain level of “flexibility” and understanding of how the 

younger generation operates. 

 

The second direct report’s story reflects how the leader communicated a sense of 

calm to help them manage their work schedules during the time of a “mass exodus” 

of employees. The leader demonstrated transparency about the work needing to be 

accomplished and kept in close communication with the direct reports regarding work 

load. The direct report even indicated the leader’s willingness to reallocate work to 

other offices if need be. The leaders also brought in food as a sign of appreciation 

and, at the end of the busy season, celebrated by taking everyone to a “Kentucky 

horse race.” The direct report recognized that while they were panicked and 

extremely busy, “We learned a lot in two months, because we were forced to…We 

learned a lot technically and the manpower to necessarily teach all the time.” 

 

The story from the last direct report not only speaks to encouraging work-life balance, 

but it also demonstrates how this higher-scoring leader went above and beyond for 

her team members to make sure they experienced a better sense of work-life balance. 

The direct report indicated that they received the “lowest rank for work-life balance” 

on a company survey. This leader took into consideration that her direct reports all 

lived in countries other than the United States and arranged for them to literally 

“work from home” twice a year. The direct report comments, “It creates a big 
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engagement when you have the possibility to go and work from home, and everybody 

can work remotely, but in this case, has some additional meaning.” This gesture to 

encourage work-life balance with the direct reports from other countries had “a big 

impact in the engagement, and in the motivation that you have with the job.”  

Valuing of individuals 
The stories up to this point carry with them a theme of caring for and valuing people, 

and this can be heard in how much the direct reports appreciate the efforts of their 

leaders. These next examples demonstrate how these leaders invest themselves in 

their direct reports and communicate the direct reports’ value to their respective 

leader. Some leaders demonstrate this through extending care and compassion to 

those who follow them. That idea is illustrated through this story from a direct report 

of a higher-scoring leader: 

I think he still has a house there and he would take the train in at like 
5:30 and he’d be the first person in and then he’d be the last guy to 
leave. Even though he was the most powerful in our group at the 
time…we’d come in at like 8:30, we’d work ‘til 6, and he was there, 
he’d work through lunch, he’d always…I don’t know, he was just 
working and then he just had people over in his office, he’d have one 
on ones with them asking about, is everything going well? All that, 
what are you up to? 
 
He may not be in the project and in the details as much but he’d take 
the time to know what everybody was working on, what they were 
doing, what were the kinds of challenges they were facing, at work and 
outside as well. Just the fact that he cared, even though he was the 
most busiest person that I’d known at the time, just was like, okay, this 
guy cares and I wanna work for him. And I continued to until he 
retired, and I’m still here and I think the same sentiment would be 
common among all the other guys. 
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I tell people there’s four aspects to a job. It’s the money, the location, 
the work you’re doing and the people you work with. The remaining 
three, the money, location, and the work you’re doing you can find at a 
lot of places, but the people you work with, I think that is our biggest 
strength and [the leader] is the person that actually inspired us to 
spread that culture, make that culture, internalize that and that is the 
key to success, everything else is, you can do that elsewhere. 

 
Another way that valuing people presented itself was in the manner in which the 

leaders would spend the time developing their people. Many of the leaders saw this as 

their job, but the amount of time spent with the direct reports conveyed a valuing of 

them that impacted them, and they deeply appreciated. The following is a story from 

a direct report of one of the high-scoring leaders. In this story, the themes of 

expressing gratitude and leader going above and beyond are also intertwined into 

what this leader does with not only her direct reports but for others outside of her 

purview as well. The generative nature with which this direct report describes this 

high-scoring leader speaks to the positive impact the leader’s behavior has on the 

organization: 

Yeah, well I was gonna say again this is why people tend to come back 
to her... Because she does position everything as…[being] very 
thankful and appreciative of work done, but, “Can we also consider 
this because don’t you think it would get us to this spot. It could be 
helpful, but what do you think? Let’s talk about it.”…she is in a 
constant positive spin on things and acknowledging people’s work and 
thanking them and “That's great,” and “You set a great foundation and 
I have some other suggestions and let’s talk about it”…She is very 
patient. She does not demand or say, “We need to do this.” It’s a lot of, 
“What do you think? Let’s talk about it.” 
  
So, she’s…Even on the associates…Lower level, let’s say by 
level...Who are working on something, she never discounts anything 
and always actually encourages them to think of it first basically. So, 
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it’s helping obviously people in their skill and career development by 
giving them the opportunity to think things through and she’ll say, 
“Hey did you think about this?” And let them go off and kind of build 
something let’s say…Or come back with the bigger idea. 
  
She does have a good way of engaging everyone, but she does not 
come off as demanding…It’s always, “Okay, this is a good start and 
let’s take it forward in this path. This is why and what do you think? 
Do you think that would work or do you have a different perspective 
or whatever?” 
  
She’s got thoughts and input and positive ... you know, feedback for 
everything, which is a good and bad thing because some people don’t 
even read stuff and just, yeah, whatever…Which is good in that it 
speeds up the process, but then you’re a little like, well, I don’t get any 
attention? She always gives everyone attention. Everyone’s stuff and 
things and projects and questions and…I hear her constantly saying, 
“Someone’s calling me. They wanted my thoughts on something,” 
whether it was something career related, personally, or a project, or 
whatever. And that’s because…She’s very approachable. 

 
The following story, like the story above, shares similar qualities that another higher-

scoring leader demonstrates with his direct reports: 

I mean, one of the things that I can talk about specifically, and this is a 
firm-driven initiative, but nobody has…or a lot of teams really haven’t 
latched onto it. Every two weeks or so, we’re supposed to do what 
they call a “check in” not only for your professional growth and tell 
how you’re doing and everything like that, but it’s your chance to be 
able to tell your leader, “Hey, I have something coming up. The reason 
that I haven’t been working as many hours or getting as much 
accomplished is ‘cause…” 
 
A lot of people at his level are supposed to be doing those things with 
people at my level so they get an understanding of where our mindset 
is, what we’re working on, and what exists that they just can’t see…a 
lot of people at his level are just kind of too busy to do it with those 
people below them, and so it doesn’t get done on a lot of teams, but he 
makes sure that he’s doing that with every member of his team to 
make sure that they’re in a good mindset…he wants to develop people, 
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the other part is there’s always a selfish element to it, that you want to 
keep good people around, and you want them on your team. So, I think 
he sees that and he wants to make sure that people are feeling good 
about where they’re working, what they’re doing, and then fit their 
schedule around the kind of things that they have to do that exists 
outside of work for all of us. 

 
The final story below sums up nicely what happens when someone feels valued by a 

person in authority. The direct report’s strong desire to be “more devoted or…loyal” 

to the high-scoring leader is evident due to the time this leader has devoted to 

developing the direct report into a leader. The direct report also speaks about her 

desire to “emulate her and be the type of coach she is teaching me to be.” Valuing of 

the individual is a powerful action that creates that ripple effect for this direct report 

and the organization: 

She’s a very positive person, and that positivity flows through the 
coaching discussion. But she’s very reflective and open to providing 
feedback. So, I think she really thinks about me as an individual 
person, knows what my strengths are and what areas I need to work 
toward, and she is thoughtful…she has a way of taking ... maybe it’s 
not something that I’m doing “wrong,” so to speak, but it’s something 
that, as a leader, as I’m developing my skills, I should think about or I 
should look to work toward, and she is very good about just capturing 
what’s gonna take me personally to the next level…I feel like she 
knows me and she cares about me and she wants to work with me to 
continue to develop me… 
 
I think, as another impact, I am more devoted, I guess, or loyal to her 
as my leader now. I wanna work with her because I wanna receive that 
feedback and coaching…I think, from a professional standpoint, the 
better she makes me, the better I’m gonna be for the company. So, I 
think just the underlying impact across coaching and development is 
just making me into a better professional…I think from a style 
perspective, we talk a lot about emulating people that coach us. I think 
from an impact, I am trying to emulate her and be the type of coach 
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that she is teaching me to be. So, I guess, overall, it’s gonna make me 
a better coach myself. 

 

Employing positive interventions 
Another way leaders demonstrated positive engagement was through their use of 

some positive interventions. Leaders and direct reports discussed three different kinds 

of praxes as means of instilling positivity and increasing engagement. One such 

practice is the infusion of innovative thinking into the work process: 

I think it’s easy for me because…there’s really is something that I 
truly believe in. When we’re talking about the challenges that we’re 
facing, I get excited…because it gives us an opportunity to think about 
things differently. One of the things that we’ve been tasked with this 
year is to expedite the approval process for some of our products 
which theoretically it shouldn't be possible because the process is the 
process…What I have challenged the team is, “Okay, fine, we’ll call 
this our base case. Is there anything we can do to make it better?” 
  
People maybe the first time around would say no. It’s like, “Okay, 
well, let’s think about it a little bit. Let’s break it up into steps. Are 
there things that we can do here that make this faster?” “Well, yeah, 
we can do this.”  “Okay, well, what does that look like? What about 
here? Could we make this faster? What happens if we…where are the 
places where we have some room to actually influence?” We’ve been 
able to do that and actually achieve things that people didn’t think 
were possible…It’s challenging them, challenging my team, to think 
about the ways that they could…what are the places? Maybe in the big 
picture you can’t do the whole thing, but is there one step in the 
process that you can do differently? By I guess teaching them how to 
break things up, you can see that they're starting to learn to think about 
things that way as well and to challenge the way that they're used to 
looking at things. I consider that a positive approach because it is 
about looking at things…achieving things that you didn’t think were 
possible. 

 
The direct reports who work for this leader share their experience of this challenge to 

innovative thinking: 
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[O]ne is about the innovation project that was assigned to her, [the 
leader] has been passionate about innovation and how to include 
innovation in our daily work. The beginning of the year, she was 
assigned to lead the innovation project for [the company]…At the 
beginning, she [made] a survey to identify the baseline, and then she 
developed a process that include trainings, and include direct 
conversation, or activities, more than activities. 
  
In this case, what I mean is activities or planning sessions specifically 
with the team that is devoted to innovations within the [company], and 
then other activities. When she did the second survey to identify or 
to…receive feedback about the project, the feedback was...I mean, the 
bulk raised a lot compared with the baseline. The reason is because 
[the leader] has been consistent in the process. She has given us a lot 
of tools, and a lot of training, and the most important is her passion 
about innovation. You can feel that. You can see that, and you, of 
course, you take her passion. 
  
The project...I mean, different activities, and her own innovation, 
actually, inside of our team, we are regulatory affairs…we follow 
regulations. The room to be creative is not that big, but she always 
inspires us or motivates us to think in different way, to bring different 
type of solution, and in many cases, we have done, and we have been 
success. It is not only what she transfers to us, but she has thought us 
how to think in a creative way, and take different approaches that gave 
us different answers or different outcomes. 

  
Another intervention brought into the workplace is the use of retreats. This next direct 

report talks about the power of a retreat that his high-scoring leader decided to 

organize for team building purposes; however, other learning related to the company 

happened, too. 

It would have to be our latest retreat we had in October. I can’t recall 
on the top of my head the exact title of the retreat, but it was a real 
core development and team building effort for all of [the company], 
and even close contractors to [the company], that [the leader] took 
upon himself to bring us all together so that we could all tell our 
stories, and put our hearts and souls out on the table in front of all 
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those that we affect. I think that was a very positive and profound 
spiritual decision on [the leader’s] part to allow the entire [company] 
to be equally viewed from each other. So, I think that was an excellent 
example of how…He stood back and said, “I’m going to do this for 
these other folks.” He also participated just as equally…the retreat was 
about how we got to where we are, how [the company] got to where it 
is.  

 
The third type of positive intervention was demonstrated by higher-scoring leaders 

implementing appreciative inquiry. This high-scoring leader shared her story: 

The most significant thing we just did was Appreciative Inquiry 
Summit with the whole company. [Facilitators] came and led that. 
That was very deliberately trying to do that and the feedback on that 
was phenomenal. That was just like the highest level we could have 
taken it…The impact is that it unleashes people's creativity and 
innovation,…It reduces their fear on taking risks themselves, allows 
them just to think bigger and better than they ever might have because 
it’s safe for them to be able to think bigger, whatever. Of course, part 
of that is you have to have forgiveness in the company...You see, a lot 
of people just try things out and then things go awry, you can’t then 
punish them. You have to forgive them. You can’t get mad at people 
for when they make legitimate mistakes or things go awry. Now, if 
they deliberately violate a value that's different. 

 
The recollection of this high-scoring leader’s direct report about the appreciative 

inquiry summit was one of excitement and positivity: 

I think the biggest thing recently was the Appreciative Inquiries 
Summit that she did…Everyone was absolutely amazed by this. It was 
a three-day event with our organization. The entire, all the employees, 
some board members, clients, and it was three days of letting everyone 
know that they're an important part of the organization, that they might 
have vital information to share and expand and help us grow. It was so 
good to see people. I think they actually did feel appreciated, and I 
think they actually felt, “Hey, wow, maybe I do have an important role 
to play in this organization than just what I normally do on a day to 
day basis.” I think it gave everyone a sense of hope that [the company] 
was going to become something bigger and better, and that there is 
room for expansion and room for ideas and improvement. That was a 
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big, I think, thing for our organization…it was great because a lot of us 
work at different locations, so we got to know our teammates a lot 
better. I think everyone felt like, “Oh, cool, this is my skill, and I can 
apply it to this, so that I can do this.” I just think it gave everyone a 
renewed sense of energy towards their career and their current job 
situation… 

 
A direct report of another higher-scoring leader who implemented the appreciative 

inquiry process shared his story: 

They were kind of in a situation where they needed to get out of a rut 
they were in, and they weren’t in the rut because they were poor 
employees. They were just in a rut. So, she introduced the appreciative 
inquiry approach…[the leader] spent a lot of time kind of coaching 
that finance leadership team to understand that they’ve got a really 
strong team, and that they’ve got a real strong network of cross-
functional resources in the company that want them to be 
successful…it was really her effort to kind of teach us what 
appreciative inquiry’s all about. How to lead with positivity and 
strength. And then how to walk away from that session with action 
items to act upon. So that was a real positive approach, and the 
engagement, I felt, had a positive impact on the cross-functional 
team… 
 
I think probably what you would see is the behavior of individuals that 
came out of that session. And so, let’s just say as an example, in this 
session, that finance team is just overwhelmed busy, and so they’ve 
not taken the time to go back to the action items and get all of that 
stuff rolled out the way that we had hoped. But I think the positive 
take away from that is the experience from the other cross-functional 
folks like myself, where we walk away from that going, “You know 
what? I need to get a session together with this other group of 
individuals to address a business problem, and we’re gonna address 
that business problem not by a beat down type approach, but more of a 
coming at it from a strengths approach, and how we can build up on 
that to get to the business result that we need.”…So, I think there's 
probably, from an organization standpoint, more that will have come 
out of that because of the people that went through that 
experience…when it comes to how I personally have approached 
attacking business problems, it does come from a more strengths-
based, how do we build upon what people are doing well today, and 
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just get that two degrees of change that we need? So really, it was 
more what I could see in myself with how I’m approaching it with 
folks in the company. 

 
Each of these practices brought to the direct reports by higher-scoring leaders created 

a deeper sense of connection to the leader and to the organization. They deepened 

their own learning not about the organization but about themselves and what they 

have the capacity to do. The contagious learning that took place in each of these 

practices is something that “inspires and motivates” direct reports to “think in 

different ways,” “bring different solutions,” and “be successful.” High-scoring leaders 

also embraced alternative ways of meeting with their team members, such as off-site 

meetings and retreat settings. The impact on the direct reports was very positive, “to 

bring us all together…[to] tell our stories…put our hearts and souls…on the table in 

front of all those that we affect…[it] was a very positive and profound spiritual 

decision…to allow the entire [company] to be equally viewed from each other.” The 

final set of stories reflects the power of the appreciative inquiry (AI) process in 

empowering people. Both direct reports spoke about the appreciation they and others 

felt by being invited into thinking about the future of the company. One direct report 

shared that people walked away from the event with a feeling they had “an important 

role to play in this organization” and a “greater sense of hope” for the organization. 

The summit helped to connect people from other offices, which helped to improve the 

sense of connectivity throughout the organization, and people walked away with “a 

renewed sense of energy towards their career and current job situation.” The AI 

process also encouraged people to approach their own business problems through a 



211 
 

 

lens of “positivity and strength” and the motivation to take the process to their own 

team and expose them to a different, more positive way of thinking. 

Going above and beyond 
One of the positive engagement behaviors leaders displayed was a willingness to go 

above and beyond what was required of them. Several of the stories told under other 

theme areas expressed this dimension. The selected stories are further demonstrations 

of this type of selfless behavior on the part of the leader. One of the higher-scoring 

leaders looked at this going above and beyond in the following way: 

I think my success, and sometimes people find me to be kind of very 
curt and abrasive sometimes and demanding and all those sorts of 
things that bosses are…I’ve always worked really hard to have the 
people around me that were successful, to help them to become 
successful and to have them know that I really cared about them, and 
that I really wanted them to be successful, and that I wanted them to 
do a good job, that doing a good job helped us all but it really was to 
help them….If they needed something, if they were traveling too 
much, if I could help them to slow down their travel. If they wanted to 
be on international tour, I would help them get on an international tour.  
  
I always tried, and I worked really long hours. Kind of the open-door 
policy of if you need to come in and talk to me, I'm there in the 
morning. I’m there fairly late at night, and you can grab me for lunch 
or whatever.  
  
It didn’t stop in my office. I would be standing at a urinal and guys 
would be telling me all the good stuff that they were doing on a 
particular client. Walking in the hall, I’ve had people go down the 
elevator with me so they could tell me. I was in the office and there 
was a handful of guys, and they all, “Hey, can I talk to you just a little 
bit? I want to tell about this.” I said, “Yeah, fine.” 
  
I still have drinks. We go down to the city, so I’m down there some. 
I’ll tell them if I’m going to be there, and we’ll stop and I’ll have 
drinks with some of the guys that were young staff when I was there. 
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We’ve worked together different places and done other things 
throughout, even when I was in Japan. 

 
The following statement from one of the above leader’s direct reports expresses the 

impact this had on him. The “open door policy” and “let me know what you’re doing, 

even if you’re a staff” were particularly helpful actions this leader engaged in: 

Overall, what people should realize about what’s significant about a 
leader…is finding a leader that is dedicated to his people and also to 
the sense of community, creating a family, creating community and 
building leaders within that circle of trust, I guess you should say, and 
having a sense of knowing those people and what they’re working on 
and what they’re doing and asking the question as a leader, as a partner 
in the firm, what are you doing today to a staff member or to a senior.  

  
I think what made this leader particularly effective during his tenure 
was that sense of come talk to me, it’s an open-door policy, let me 
know what you’re doing, even if you’re a staff, being like, “Hi, I’m so-
and-so. I’m a staff, I just started, I just wanted to say hello.” So many 
people got staffed that way on some amazing engagements. 

 
Another direct report talks about their leader going above and beyond with respect to 

getting work and getting them on the job. The focus of this leader is to “get us on 

good projects…learning new things and…connecting with other offices,” and the 

determination of the leader to “get new work…makes us hungry for more,” even 

when “we work a lot.” The effort on the leader’s part demonstrates to the direct report 

how this contributes to their development, success, and upward progression in the 

company. The recognition of what the leader is doing for this direct report and his 

enthusiasm cannot be missed: 

I’m kind of the little fish in between me and him there’s a ladder of 
about four or five people, but we’re all very, very excited to do good 
work for him. He wants to get us on good projects where we’re going 
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to be learning new things and have us connect with other offices…So 
we’re in Cincinnati, he’ll want us to connect with Chicago. He’ll want 
us to connect with the Philadelphia office to try and develop on 
different projects and different clients. Because…he’s so adamant on 
getting us new work…that makes us hungry for more, which I mean, if 
you know our industry, to say that you're hungry for more is saying 
something, because we work a lot…The impact on me personally is 
that I’ve even only being here a year and a half, on the engagement in 
my niche that we're all in, I’m taking the role as a person one level 
above me, because I have the experience and the work products to 
have that responsibility. Without his guidance, even for the people 
directly above me and two or three levels above me, because he wants 
to develop them, they want to develop me, as much as he wants to 
develop me. So, I’m being developed. I’m moving through pretty 
quickly, which I’m not going to complain about ever. I’m really 
grateful for that. 

 
This last story, shared by a direct report of a high-scoring leader, demonstrates the 

leader going above and beyond simply out of the kindness of his heart. There was no 

personal or organizational gain for this gesture. It was just simply what the leader 

wanted to do to show his gratitude for the employee. The gesture on the part of the 

leader impacted how the direct report perceived him, saying, “I looked at him as a 

bigger man at that point in time. It’s like, you kind of stepped outside yourself…” 

The action of the leader confirmed for the direct report that he means what he says: 

“when you walk a good walk…Not only does he talk a good game, but I felt that that 

really showed that there was conviction to what he has to say…”: 

We had a woman who…had a really good experience as a health 
improvement coach. Liked working with her a lot, and she ended up 
resigning and gave [the leader] her resignation. To be perfectly honest, 
I think he was kind of hurt…she had sent me an email about her last 
day or something, but it explained why she was leaving and that she 
didn’t have hard feelings…I sent him this email that was just kind of 
like a final email from her. He had decided at that point in time after 
receiving this email that, “Hey, maybe I read things into this.” 
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He was like, “I’m going to release her bonus check to her.” He did, 
and I kind of thought that was a decent thing to do, because certainly 
she had given her resignation. She wasn’t really entitled to it. But, she 
had worked for the year. She had done a decent job. I think what a lot 
of people felt with her is that she really raised the watermark for us for 
coaching, because she had done it before and she had done a really 
nice job…I looked at him as a bigger man at that point in time. It’s 
like, you kind of stepped outside yourself, and even though you 
weren’t happy with the circumstances, since you knew this wasn’t 
anything personal, I think he was able to look at it from a different 
angle…I thought that was a big thing to do, since he didn’t have 
to…when you walk a good walk...Not only does he talk a good game, 
but I felt that that really showed that there was conviction to what he 
has to say…The fact that he did that just said, “Hey, I appreciate her, 
even though she wasn’t with our organization long, I think she did a 
good job, so I am going to let her know that I appreciate that she did a 
good job.” 

  
These stories of going above and beyond speak to a quality or characteristic in the 

leader that might set them apart from other leaders in general. It carries with it a piece 

of that “fatherly benevolence” that is spoken about in the Asian business literature 

(Cheng et al., 2004).  

Promoting flourishing 
The last element in positive engagement addresses a concept about people moving 

beyond just doing well in the work place and succeeding. It is an idea that takes them 

beyond themselves and the organization and helps them see they are a part of 

something that is more transcendental in nature. This concept is promoting 

flourishing. It is important to note that the only leaders who talked about promoting 

flourishing were the ones who scored high in the BLS. 
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One leader spoke about promoting flourishing in the following way: 

Let’s empower parents to have choice, and let’s empower the teachers 
to pick what they want to teach. That was already a part of my 
thinking of how things should go. People should have as much 
autonomy. They should have autonomy, responsibility, and authority 
as long as they’re accountable. To me, that’s when the people flourish 
if they’re given the autonomy and the authority with the responsibility. 
You can’t just make people responsible. They have to have the 
authority then to make decisions without you telling them every step 
of the way. You have to give them the resources, and then hold them 
accountable. That’s when people flourish the most. 

 
This next leader talks about his intentionality of promoting flourishing into the work 

they do at their organization: 

I talk about human flourishing being everybody’s fun game. We’re all 
waking up every day wanting to be the best version of ourselves, 
which is flourishing. How do we promote that in what we do? …How 
do we actually craft our services and not only think of them but 
actually execute them in a way that we can, with authority, connect the 
dots where we are doing our part to promote, flourishing to the people 
that we’re serving.  
 
We need to have a strong sense that we are promoting flourishing 
within our own company and we’re interacting with each other in a 
way that promotes that. If we’re going to say, “Hey, hire [the 
company] because we’re going to promote flourishing in your 
organization.” Very much it has to be both internal and external for 
sure…I just talk about being human-centric in what we do. That’s a 
differentiator…if you’re human-centric in doing that then you realize 
that this is bigger than just the immediate tasks at hand. You actually 
are looking…You got to connect those dots in order to fulfill who we 
are as [the company] and who you want to be as someone who works 
with [the company], is “How do I see this as promoting human 
flourishing.” 

 
Two direct reports of this leader talked about their experience and understanding of 

promoting flourishing: 
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Direct Report 1 
We had that first [retreat]…We kind of joke around that we have this 
hashtag, #goblue, because the behaviors are on a wall called a 
Circumplex. The behaviors are split up into three different colors. 
There’s blue at the top and then red is one of the bottom thirds and 
green is the other bottom third…Basically, you want to be blue, 
because, and I’m going to get this wrong, but red is perfectionist, stay 
in control, passive aggressive or aggressive type behaviors. The green 
is more like compliant and dependent behaviors, and then the blue is 
all about self-actualization, basically like being your best self…And he 
said, he’s like, “You know, I want you to flourish in your personal life 
and by that, you will flourish in your work life type thing. If we can all 
go blue and be blue, better for us, better for [the company].” We’re all 
trying to do it. We came out of there with … okay, how do we fix it? 

 
Direct Report 2 
I mean I definitely would say that it’s…at the core heart of it, we are a 
people centric company. It is…It does come down to human 
flourishing. Like I said, obviously with the smart city development, it 
was all about helping people flourish, helping people be the best 
version of themselves, providing opportunities for that when it comes 
down to…Even [specialized] consulting, the thing that sets us apart is 
we have a human centric approach to it. We’re constantly thinking 
about the employee. “Okay, we're moving into this new building. It’s 
hugely disruptive. What does that mean for the employee at the basic 
employee level? What does that mean to them? How are they gonna 
see this? How are they gonna view it? Are they gonna feel like their 
best interests are at heart or is this just something ...a business decision 
that they’re basically brushed aside and they’re not a part of it all?” 
Almost everything that we get into…does come down to the ... a 
human centric view of value and opportunities to facilitate growth and 
flourishing. 
 

Promoting flourishing looks through a “human centric” lens and encourages and 

challenges people to bring the best version of themselves to what it is they do. In the 

first story, the leader views this idea as more than empowering, but through giving 

people “autonomy, authority…and resources,” you help them to flourish. The second 

leader and his direct reports speak about how promoting flourishing is interwoven 



217 
 

 

into all they do. The leader not only wants his employees to flourish and 

demonstrated that using the “Circumplex” and the” #goblue” shared by one direct 

report, but also wants to extend that sense of flourishing in everything they do as an 

organization. The direct report’s comments reflect that interwoven concept—“that 

it’s…at the core heart of it, we are a people centric company. It is…It does come 

down to human flourishing…it was all about helping people flourish, helping people 

be the best version of themselves.” 

 

Summary of positive engagement themes 
The third anchor, positive engagement, brought forth the aggregate theme of inspiring 

positivity and six thematic practices: expressing gratitude, encouraging work-life 

balance, valuing of individuals, employing positive interventions, leaders going above 

and beyond, and promoting flourishing. Excluding one theme, leaders and direct 

reports of all levels shared stories and experiences that exemplified all the themes. 

Among of the definers for leaders in organizations were the stories of these leaders 

going above and beyond what their role might expect. The stories of these leaders and 

direct reports speak of a true passion to bring something more to the table than just 

showing up and doing the job. Several of the stories, primarily in the mid- and higher-

scoring areas, reflected the leader employing specific positive interventions that 

shifted how people looked at situations. These leaders instituted techniques and 

processes that challenge their direct reports to think beyond what is known and to 

think outside of themselves. These behaviors are things that can be learned and 
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nurtured, provided that the other person has a sense of openness to learning. 

Promoting flourishing and its focus in the work environment was the only theme 

talked about by the higher-scoring leaders. These stories speak of leaders taking 

intentional interest in developing their people to not only help them succeed in their 

jobs but to help the reach a higher level of themselves.  

 

• Expressing gratitude goes beyond acknowledging and expressing thanks for a job 

well-done. The direct reports shared stories about leaders who had celebrations by 

bringing in lunch, unexpectedly paying for it out of their own pockets; giving 

people gift cards to acknowledge the extra work an employee had put into a 

particular job; and offering what one direct report called “real-time” recognition 

that happened almost immediately. Others spoke of specific programs that are a 

part of the organizational life that encourage gratitude and appreciation.   

• Encouraging work-life balance is a strong theme throughout all the leader and 

direct report interviews. Many of the leaders spoke about it from their perspective 

of better meeting the needs of their direct reports. Leaders, especially those from 

the financial services, spoke about a change in the industry regarding work-life 

balance. They also spoke about it from the standpoint of being able to better 

attract and retain talent. The direct reports reflected appreciation for the focus on 

that balance and the support of their leader. Many direct reports from the financial 

services industry also spoke of the change in the industry from the “stories they 

had heard.” 
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• Valuing of individuals refers to how direct reports experience their leaders’ 

treatment of others, including themselves. In every case, the direct reports shared 

deep appreciation for their leader and shared how the particular leader in 

discussion was very different from other leaders in the organization or other 

leaders the direct report had worked with (outside of the current organization). 

The extraordinary ways in which the leaders in the interviewed sample displayed 

that care and concern for their employees, and, in some cases, people who did not 

work directly for the leader, helped to create a deep sense of loyalty and strong 

desire to continue to work for the leader. It also played a major part in employee 

retention. 

• Leader going above and beyond brings with it an intense commitment of many 

leaders to developing their people and going the extra mile for them. While the 

leaders themselves did not speak of this behavior as going above and beyond, 

many of the direct reports named it as such. This concept may have been 

accounted for in Karakas and Sarigollu’s (2012) testing of the relationship of 

benevolent leadership and OCB which is understood as engaging in behaviors that 

fall outside of one’s job description. As indicated previously, this theme set many 

of these leaders apart from others both inside and outside the organization. 

• Employing positive interventions reveals three practices contributing to the 

positive engagement in the organization. The first practice, innovative thinking, 

challenged the direct reports to think outside of the box, if even in small ways. 

Leaders in the strictest of regulated industries found ways to challenge their direct 
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reports to think about innovative ways to approach their work and still stay within 

the regulated guidelines. The second practice, appreciative inquiry, in most 

respects, engaged the entire organization into a process of recalling experiences of 

the “best of” and invited people into imagining a new future based on the “best 

of” experiences. A third practice was the use of retreats. Two different leaders and 

their direct reports spoke of the positive experience they had with being on retreat 

and having time for relaxation, reconnection, and reflection. 

• Promoting flourishing is a concept that sits at the cutting edge for the high-

scoring leaders and one they are striving for in their companies. The idea of 

flourishing promotes a positive force that involves caring for self, others, our 

material world, and beyond (Ehrenfeld & Hoffman, 2013). It invites people to 

bring their best-self to work, which, in turn, results in a flourishing organization 

that can have significant impact in its community and the world. All the high-

scoring leaders aspired to this level of impact in and for their organizations. While 

these leaders have not accomplished their vision of what they think flourishing 

might be, they certainly have the passion to move it forward.  

Community responsiveness: Giving back 
Karakas and Sarigollu (2012) defined community responsiveness as the leader’s role 

in solving social problems and enabling social innovation to contribute to society. 

The community responsiveness anchor brings in a dimension that other leadership 

theories do not. The idea of social responsibility and giving back is one that has been 

on organizations’ radar screens for several years, and the stories of leaders and direct 
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reports reflect that idea. The integrated nature of community engagement on the 

leader’s radar is something that is more current and an integral part of benevolent 

leadership. The themes emerging from questions in this area—contributing 

personally, participating in corporate contribution, and business as a social 

enterprise—show that this idea of socially responsible leadership is still evolving. See 

Table 41 for Community Responsiveness data structure. 

Table 41. Community Responsiveness Data Structure 
 

1st Order Concepts (In-Vivo Codes) 2nd Order 
Themes 

Aggregate 
Dimension 

“I joined the board of a not-for-profit here in town.”  
 

Contributing 
Personally 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Giving 
Back 

“We’ve done a lot with [Society for St. Vincent de 
Paul].” 

“I give people time to give back, and I do it 
personally.” 

“It’s about contributing to society and giving back a 
bit.” 

“It’s responsible business leadership, working with 
not-for-profit organizations to bring value without 
incurring risk.” 

 
 
 
 

Participating 
in Corporate 
Contributions 

“We do walks, bowl-a-thons, and community 
service in a coordinated manner.” 

“United Way, American Heart Association, 
Leukemia walk, the firm’s big into that, and I lead 
the team.” 

“Giving back is important to me personally and to us 
collectively. The firm expects us to share.” 

“The company has some programs for giving back 
to the community. We always participate.” 
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1st Order Concepts (In-Vivo Codes) 2nd Order 
Themes 

Aggregate 
Dimension 

“Trust in companies to have an impact in society is 
greater than the government.” 

 
 
 

Business as a 
Social 

Enterprise 

“It’s about the future and being climate conscious. 
Weather patterns affect supply chains and ops. It’s 
all connected.” 

“He helps people be the best version of themselves, 
at work, in church, and in society.” 

“His whole mission is a socially responsible thing to 
do.” 

“Business as a social institution is part of the 
mission, a commitment of the owner and senior 
leadership team.” 

“We talk about scaling for impact. If we can touch 
more lives, that’s about community responsiveness.” 

 

Contributing personally  
The stories from leaders in this theme area speak to the earlier stages of social 

responsibility development. These stories reflect that leaders may personally feel 

strongly about giving back, but when it comes to their work or their leadership, the 

story is very different. The leaders who shared this perspective were ones who made 

up the lower and medium categories on the BLS. For some of these leaders, they 

believed that keeping the business and social aspects separate, yet personally, they 

were very giving: 

I tend to be pretty narrowly focused. I try and keep business and social 
separate. Having said that, every year the Christmas, we do Christmas 
charities and I try and help with those as a leader so I’m on the 
committee for Christmas charities and thinking about ways that we can 
have everything from raffles to other kinds of things and support local 
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charities, choose them. I encourage my team to take their volunteer 
time off which we give…Any time I…on my team, I have the 
flexibility to give somebody the time to go and do something that 
gives back and I always do that…I do it personally. I engage a little bit 
with the company and wherever possible I do but I also feel social, 
good and things like that are part of individual choices, not corporate 
choices. 

 
This leader goes on to further explain their philosophy: 

From an economic standpoint, I fundamentally believe that the 
purpose of business is business, that you can do the right things and 
that is ultimately what’s good for business…I think if it’s not part of 
your business model, you need to be really careful about what you’re 
doing because you have a responsibility to your shareholders to deliver 
your business value and get the returns to them according to your 
business model so that they can choose what they want to do in the 
most efficient way to distribute those social funds are not through 
business unless the business is in the business of being social. 

  
That’s where it is at the same time I think allowing a business to be a 
community of individuals who do gives back culturally is really 
important. That is a big piece of what kept me at the company I was at 
for so long is because there is a volunteer time off. There are things 
that we allow our employees to do and we as companies to support our 
local community and the charitable endeavors that are within the 
community. 

 
Another leader speaks about their own participation and how things are starting to 

evolve inside their organization: 

I participate on a board for a not-profit social services agency here in 
the Greater Cincinnati area. I not only give my time from serving on 
the board and as a treasurer to ensure that from a financial perspective 
that they continue on a sustaining level to be able to do the things that 
they want to do, but also, I participate and volunteer my time to 
actually engage with some of the programs that they offer. I do the 
same with my spouse…We do it here in the office…One of my 
managers is actually kind of our community outreach coordinator and 
she coordinates some of the activities that we do as an office. On the 
organization, I don’t see from what our office does, I don’t see that 
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there’s been enough impact… It’s kind of not an afterthought, but it’s 
not a priority or it hadn’t been a priority. Yeah, we want to serve the 
community, but we want to do it when it’s convenient for us outside of 
business hours…That’s what we’re working through, but the end goal 
obviously is to kind of serve the community and kind of have the 
positive feelings about that with everyone in the office, but that should 
come along. 

 
While the company has a couple of programs, another leader speaks to the struggle of 

incorporating it into their role as a leader: 

 
Why I’m stumbling a little bit is just thinking about that as an 
individual versus a leader. I guess, I think it’s critical as an individual. 
I think there’s a variety of ways that I would say that I give back to the 
community or try to give back to the community…we do have a 
program at work called [name of program] where the company does 
some matching on some charitable organizations, so I take full 
advantage of that. We also have a program called [name of program] 
where they set up community service activities and give us time 
off…well, actually time on the clock, but off work, to go work. I went 
to the…Interfaith Food Pantry to work there. I think there's a variety of 
ways, again, that I serve and contribute as an individual. 
  
I guess from a leadership standpoint, I guess I would say being a role 
model by doing these things, and then at times sharing about that in an 
appropriate…but as an example, during the [name of program] 
campaign where you can sort of select your organization, just spending 
some time in a team meeting just talking about the organizations that I 
support and why they’re important to me…Share if they participate 
and kind of what they do… But again, I almost don’t see myself from 
the leadership standpoint there. It’s more of being an individual, and 
contributing to society, and giving back a little bit. I probably don’t 
think about it from the leadership lens as much. 

 
One last leader is very passionate about community service in her personal life, but 

she does not incorporate it into her leadership: 

Yeah I think, I’ve always been involved in community service and that 
sort of started with my mom, she was always involved in something. 
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Actually, my dad too, they always took us along and instilled kind of 
that value. But really since social media in the last I would say six or 
seven years, I’ve been able to sort of I would say inspire like my town 
that we live in…And so that has been really, for me, kind of self-
rewarding that you can really get people to care if you’re just sort of 
marketing it in a way, like just these community events and bring your 
kids out and just rallying people to be kind.…I think, again I try to 
keep them kind of separate, I think it builds character right? And it 
builds leadership capabilities or competencies that obviously help at 
work too. But not a huge tie I guess. 

 
These leaders have a true spirit and passion to give back; however, how that gets 

incorporated into their leadership is not a priority, especially if it is not a part of the 

company’s business model. 

Participating in corporate contribution  
The next theme focused on leaders who are part of organizations where there is a big 

push to give back. These companies see that it is an important thing to do and 

encourage their employees to participate. The direct reports and leaders in these 

companies see this as an important thing to be a part of. Again, the responses in this 

group are reflected in the lower- and medium-scoring leaders on the BLS. 

 

One leader participates as a member of the firm but does not see the social 

responsibility as a part of her leadership: 

Those things are important to me personally, giving back. I feel like 
we all collectively, I don’t say this as a leader, but…The firm expects 
us to share. They mandate that we share that. You give your time back. 
You give your skills back…We’re actually embarking similar to the 
Be Well, Work Well like bring your best self to work, it’s also bring 
your best into the community in a way that is beyond fence painting as 
we call it…but we are highly skilled professionals. How do you take 
that and bring it to non-profits and places like that? There’s a big 
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movement around that I think. There’s a good platform for my people 
to do that stuff. I feel passionate about it. I do a lot of it in my personal 
life. I know my team does it in their personal life. We have not 
collectively done things together. 

  
Another leader spoke about how their community responsiveness activities reach a 

global level: 

We’ve built a playground in Guatemala. We’ve donated bicycles and 
books to an orphanage in Mexico. I think we’ve done playground a 
couple of times. We’ve planted trees in Peru. We try very hard to give 
back to the community. We had an orchestra come and play for us that 
was special needs orchestra. It’s part, it really is a recognition of the 
communities that we represent and the communities that we serve that 
it always is about recognizing that there are people who are less 
fortunate than we are and looking for the ways to do that…People are 
grateful for the opportunity to make a difference for somebody else. 
They’re reminded of the people that we’re here to serve which gives us 
each a greater sense of purpose and the work that we do every day 

 
A second direct report in the same company speaks about her leader, the emphasis the 

leader places on giving back, and the impact it has on the direct report: 

The company has some programs for giving back to the community. 
We always participate, and she always encourage us to participate, and 
we participate all together with her also. Also, when we have, for 
example, regional meetings in other counties, before the meeting, we 
have a team building activity. Always that team building activity 
includes also something related to social responsibility or 
community…once we did a playground for a school. We built that 
playground in that…It’s again is how [the leader] is every day, right? 
She always is thinking about, even in small thing, thinking about the 
community or, for example, how to save resources in everything that 
she does every day…You know that feeling about giving back is very 
important because you have to…think about the community. If we are 
receiving also from the community, having a job and having some 
benefit from the community…we have to give back. It has a good 
impact because I feel that I am working in the right place and with the 
right team and that makes me happier and give more 
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satisfaction…these activities that we do as a team improve our bonds 
in the team, right, so it’s another benefit. It’s everything together. 

 
The direct report in this next story talks about how they see their leader participate in 

the CSR activities: 

Yeah, he’s super involved in all the volunteer work that we do. Junior 
achievement, the Boys and Girls Club. We work a lot with kids and 
he’s always plugged in, whether he’s Santa Claus at the Boys and 
Girls Club Christmas party, or if he’s volunteering with junior 
achievement. He also participates in when we do fundraisers, a lot of 
the prizes are a golf session, whatever you call it, I’m not into golf. 
Going golfing with him at the country club…Little ways like that. I 
mean, not only is he giving back to the community, he’s also 
interacting with people in the office outside of…It is work, but it’s 
outside of work…I think he just personifies that a corporate leader 
doesn’t have to be just a shell that’s behind a laptop and you don’t 
even get to speak to, you only get to email. That’s definitely not him.  

 
This final story from a direct report speaks about the impact that seeing a senior 

leader taking an active role in the corporate responsibility activities of the firm has on 

people below them: 

I think [the firm] is a big environment that enables you to give back. 
Some of the things that we did on a yearly basis was do United Way 
campaigns. I’ve seen the leader engaged in those kind of activities 
where he was giving back. I mean, the firm is very big on giving back, 
there are programs available for every client service staff monthly to 
participate in activities of giving back. I think in this particular leader’s 
place, there were community involvements that he was involved in 
where he’s like…He was painting schools…we used to have these 
team building exercises where you have to build a bike. It was almost 
a competition of who would build the bike the fastest or whatever or 
how you can make that…the bike gets donated to children in need. He 
will be there building bikes or doing some of these hands-on 
organizational things that we, as an organization, really promote. 

  
To see a leader…do something that you would do ... Especially the 
staff, when you see a partner, you’re thinking, “Oh my God, they’re so 
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serious. They probably just work all the time….When you put them in 
a situation where they’re painting houses or they’re not wearing their 
suit and tie and they’re wearing their United Way shirt and they’re in a 
shirt and a pair of jeans…To see a leader in a relatable situation, in 
day-to-day situation helps. I think it helps them to say, “Okay. I don’t 
have to be this suit and tie person all the time, I don't have to be my 
life’s work all the time.” Obviously, he was, I can tell you he was a 
really hard worker and he worked all the time…he’s still with a 
contractor with the firm and tried as much as he could to keep 
working. 

 
In all the cases, the leaders actively participate in the social responsibility programs 

and activities of the organizations of which they are a part. This leadership 

participation has a positive impact in the community and in the firm, and the impact it 

has on the direct reports is inspirational and shows them one is never too busy to take 

time out to help someone else. This contributes to the ripple effect for direct reports 

as they see their “very serious” leaders who typically wear “their suit and tie” in 

“very relatable situations” and conveys the message, “I don’t have to be my life’s 

work all the time.” 

Business as a social enterprise  
The last sub-theme in community responsiveness—business as a social enterprise—

provides examples of leaders who understand their giving back is a part what the 

business is to do, that the business has a responsibility to society. The discussion of 

this theme took place only with the high-scoring leader group. The following stories 

highlight the integration:  

I was also the National Managing Partner for Corporate 
Responsibility, I was the Chief Diversity Officer, I was head of HR, 
and now in my current role as I wind down to retirement, I’m the 
National Leader of Total Impact Strategy, which really focuses about 
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the role of corporations in society. It’s all about long-termism... I’m a 
big believer that companies need to do so much more than, you know, 
gone are the days of checkbook philanthropy, but those companies that 
really understand long-termism, and I do think that investors are 
starting to reorient boards and boards are reorienting management…in 
order to have sustainable growth…I really believe that companies can 
have a significant …let’s start with the workforce…But the trust in 
company to have an impact in society is greater than the government. 
So, I think companies are starting to come around to the 
understanding, so I always talk about this in terms of what’s the role of 
the board in this process…if you’re investing in education, in talent, 
you will benefit from that workforce…we’re the ones who have the 
greatest reach for the future female talent pipeline and STEM and 
other things...same with the environment. So, it’s really focusing on 
those issues of ESG issues, you know, around the environment, social 
and governance issues. If you’re doing that right, that means you’re 
investing strategically long term and it’s investing in things that are 
outside of just your brick and mortar. It’s about the future…companies 
themselves, they can do things to make sure that they’re doing things 
that their organization is climate conscious and competent and are 
doing the right things because…these shifting weather patterns impact 
their supply chains and manufacturing operations…it’s all 
connected…It gives me that purpose, that passion, but it’s really, it's 
deep meaning for me that we can have an impact for the next, you 
know, leaving those legacies. Leaving the campsite cleaner than when 
you arrived. 

 
This leader has a definite belief that business can have a dynamic impact on society at 

large on many different levels. They understand that being more proactive in such 

things is beneficial for the organization and society. Additionally, this belief is core to 

who this leader is and it provides that sense of “purpose, that passion…its deep 

meaning…that we can have impact for the next…leaving those legacies.” 

 

This next direct report observes the integration of his high-scoring leader as it relates 

to business and the community. He reflects that this integration of business and, in the 
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direct report’s words, “flourishing” is something that is a part of who this leader has 

always been.   

For instance again, the part of being…his involvement even in just the 
planning and the proposals of this huge smart city…that whole 
purpose was to create a space where people can flourish to their 
highest, best level…And think about what that would do for the city of 
Chicago…I mean here’s [the leader] trying to build his own city where 
people can be the best version of themselves…He can make money a 
million different ways and the ways he always chooses are based on 
helping people be the best version of themselves and flourishing. So 
that’s always been at the center. For as long as I’ve known him in and 
out of the context of work…other people always come first and 
everything he does is in the context of helping people be the best 
version of themselves…I think there’s multiple communities…our 
work community…The church…society in general…like I said, I 
mean you can take it as big as the entire city of Chicago or even 
bigger. He works on all those different levels and it’s kind of…it’s 
extremely…one, respectful and two, encouraging. So, I always see that 
in everything he does. 

 
Another direct report observes this of his leader: 

 
And so, he lives in a place on a daily basis where it is all about 
meaning, and purpose, and having a deep sense. And what is 
absolutely bewildering, and I mean, it has been two years and it still is 
bewildering, because of the way in which [the leader] runs and 
operates, because it is not about the dollars and cents, it’s about 
helping people, helping the participants who come into our program, 
about helping the employees, or helping others outside however he 
can…he’s not trying to make money. That’s not his goal. It’s about 
how do we impact? How do we make impact? How do we do that, 
right? And, unbelievably, so in all these little ways, it just seems to pay 
in dividends back…it’s really quite something. 

 
This next leader not only promotes this integrated thinking within his organization, 

but it is how he helps the clients he serves to think about it, too:  

For instance, there is a new headquarters that we’re doing in…Texas. 
It’s the [company name] Insurance Company. That’s a workers’ comp 
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company in Texas…and yet it’s a state that doesn’t require workers’ 
comp unlike Illinois…When we were interviewing the CEO a while, 
maybe a year ago in advance of our work on their relocation, the 
question was “Post to him about how this is going to help change your 
brand in the community.” He said, “I think it’s going to be huge,” and 
then he went on to tell us his awesome vision of “Here in Texas we’ve 
got all these minority-owned businesses, primarily Hispanic, where 
you’ve got all the gardeners and the people who do all sorts of work in 
these small companies. They have no way of covering their workers in 
case of injury and so a worker can be severely injured and be unable to 
work and they’re in trouble. Their whole family is at risk. 

  
His whole mission was to use this relocation as an opportunity to give 
voice to his company’s desire to offer a very affordable workers’ comp 
program for all sorts of small companies. Now, that, to my mind, is a 
very socially responsible thing to do…we encourage that kind of 
thinking and then we help them bring out narratives and do some 
communications, et cetera that will help bring that message out in the 
market place…that’s going to really help the community…I think it 
gives them a sense of meaning and purpose they otherwise wouldn’t 
have.…I just talk about being human-centric in what we do. That’s a 
differentiator. There are companies that do services like us or similar 
to us…but if you’re human-centric in doing that then you realize that 
this is bigger than just the immediate tasks at hand. You actually are 
looking…You got to connect those dots in order to fulfill who we are 
as [the company] and who you want to be as someone who works with 
[the company], is “How do I see this as promoting human flourishing.” 

  
The next story presents a high-scoring leader and a direct report talking about a 

community outreach program that involves the very constituency they serve:  

I can’t compartmentalize my faith and my life from my work. That’s 
another from my personal belief is that my work is my life, and my life 
is my work, and they’re all together. They’re all part of one thing, and 
it all happened, and it makes sense because there’s a God. God wants 
us to be humble and do the right thing by others, and put others before 
us. God’s greater than all of us…We do an Empty Bowls Project…so 
you make a ceramic bowl and you hold a fundraiser. You have soup 
and you make soup or have people volunteer to give the soup. You 
charge 10 bucks and people get to pick a bowl. You just raise a little 
bit of money for the local food bank. We partnered with the YMCA 
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and our kids couldn’t really go out, our kids that are [incarcerated], we 
did it with them. They can’t have tools and stuff, so we had artists 
come in and helped them learn how to make bowls where they didn’t 
have to be spun out of…Then we took all their bowls, and we drove 
them downtown to the Y about eight-mile difference there and fire 
them all there. We have the Big Empty Bowls event at the Y, invited 
all those members…We’ve been doing that for 10 years now, and our 
youth who are actually incarcerated, most of which are from 
desperately poor families, learned about the hunger in Michigan and 
they do this cross-curricular staff. They make these bowls, and they 
write poems, and they do raps, and they created music. Then, they do 
these presentations and they can’t be there, but we presented all four of 
them down with the Y; students that can be there presented for them. 
It’s grown into this like cross school thing every year, and that’s our 
probably our biggest giving back to the community-type event that we 
do. 

 
The following is another direct-report’s story about the same program: 

For example, we have an Empty Bowl ceremony that’s sponsored by 
the Y. That’s a community affair. And so what happens is the young 
men and women that are incarcerated in the three schools, they make 
these bowls…there was all these different kind of bowls and so the 
directive of the program is you just got to have a bowl for the people 
to buy…This year, the program was a little different. The teachers 
were able to bring students, which we’ve never had students before 
because the students are incarcerated, but we were able because we 
have a couple satellite facilities, we were able to bring students to 
come. And then we’re also, at our alternative school…a team of them 
came down to act like junior ushers. They had a little program that 
they did…I think they donated over $800 to [the state food 
bank]…And they put the program on, and it’s just a fascinating 
program to go to and it’s all done by the teaching staff and the 
students. And this year, it just had so much different variety because 
there were a lot more different creative people involved in the process. 

 
In the final story, the leader shares about a committee that got started in the company 

based on an employee’s need. This committee is just one representation of the  

integrated philosophy of the leader: 
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On the smaller picture, we have our compassion committee here at 
work. They engage on multiple levels. If people who are participants 
in our program, our program can provide a lot of support…Sometimes, 
people have needs that don’t fall into those categories [of the 
program]. Our compassion committee, people can bring that to the 
compassion committee and we can support participants that way. 

  
[S]tarting the committee was an organic piece that came out of one of 
our staff members losing her son…she didn’t have enough money to 
bury him. The person that stepped up reached out to me and said, 
“Hey, I want to give…” whatever it was…“To help my coworker out. 
“Who she didn’t even work with that closely…The person who raised 
it is the person that I happen to know is probably living the most 
paycheck to paycheck of anybody in the company…It took your breath 
away…To be present for people like that, that started our company 
with this compassion committee. Now, when people have needs, they 
can ask for the help or the compassion committee can offer the help. 
Oftentimes, it’s some coworker noticing somebody else needs help. 
We just reach out quietly and offer…When there’s need in the larger 
global community…the committee goes and does the research and it 
says, “This is the charity that looks like it is one that is rated very high 
and all these things, so this is the one we want to support. We’d like to 
put a call out for a match.” Then, typically leadership will match or I 
will match…This year…we ended up with $6,000.…How we fund the 
compassion committee?...We’ve got a paid time off program 
…Anybody who doesn’t use their paid time off, it’s what funds the 
compassion committee…It lets us monetize it in a way that we can go 
back to the organization and say, “You know what, the value of all the 
lost PTO is $4,322.46.” That went into the compassion 
committee…There’s some business strategy behind it, because at the 
end of the day…It allows us to deliver a message that I like how it 
feels. [I]t feels aligned with and congruent with who we are.  

 
One of this leader’s direct reports talks about the compassion committee from his 

perspective: 

 
[T]he compassion committee is just a how can the organization get 
involved in the community? It can be in the community, it could be 
helping somebody internally as an employee, or even helping the 
participants who come into our program who have different 
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things…And what I thought was really unique is when we came up 
with the idea for the compassion committee…[the leader]…he said, 
“You know what? Let’s take the PTO that would be lost, we’ll convert 
it into dollars, and that will fund the compassion committee.” And I 
mean, it’s like, “Okay.” I mean, it makes total sense…The first year it 
was like, “Hey, this is the great seed money.” But then what you start 
to hear is from some of the employees is that in year two at the end of 
the year, employees go, “Hey, I know I still have like eight hours of 
PTO, but if I don’t use them, that’ll role in and put more funding into 
the compassion committee, won’t it?” You go, “Yup, absolutely it 
will.”…And they go, “You know what? That’s fine. I don’t need to 
take that one more day of PTO. I know it’s going to go to a good 
cause.”…But then to see the secondary impact where you actually start 
to see some employees who go, “Hey, if I don't use all my PTO, it’s 
going in here.” And there’s good value in that, right?…so [it] speaks to 
who [the leader] is, and what he’s created. 

  
These stories illustrate how the high-scoring leaders in this last category do not see 

the line between work and giving back. Their direct reports see “that’s always been at 

the center” and their leader “lives in a place on a daily basis where it is all about 

meaning, and purpose.” It is a part of their ethos of how people and business live 

together in this world to provide for something with greater impact—to provide for 

the common good. It is through this integrated lens that the CSR moves from a 

bolted-on program, one that may or may not continue or that markets the company, to 

one that has, at its core, a responsibility to make a difference for people and the 

world. It carries the true essence of benevolent leadership. 

Summary of community responsiveness 
The final anchor in benevolent leadership is community responsiveness. This 

dimension surfaced three themes. The first theme centers on contributing personally. 

The second theme focuses on leaders and direct reports participating in corporate 
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contribution. The third theme reveals business as a social enterprise, where 

community responsiveness is an extension or expression of their spirituality. This 

third theme lived in the stories of leaders who scored high on the BLS. 

 

• Contributing personally is a response of the leader where their philanthropic 

contribution is of a personal nature. It might relate to something like their church 

or volunteering in their children’s activities, or it might be participating in an 

organization such as an animal shelter. These endeavors also included giving 

money to support another employee in a charity walk, race, or fundraiser. 

Typically, these activities happened outside of the work setting and in some cases 

are kept very separate from work. 

• Participating in corporate contribution involves programs that the corporation 

supports as an organization. They are programs that are strictly voluntary, 

although there is the encouragement to participate. Some of the programs are 

ongoing while others are one-time types of programming responding to a 

particular need (i.e., hurricane relief). 

• Business as a social enterprise represents an integrated philosophy that the leader 

upholds. It brings together their spirituality and how that gets lived out as a part of 

either the mission of the organization or their mission in life. That spirituality is 

demonstrated through their belief that business is a social enterprise that has a 

responsibility to contributing to the greater good. It is through this dimension 

where one sees the expression of the true integrated nature of benevolent 
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leadership. All the higher-scoring leaders demonstrated this philosophical 

integration.  

Individualism and competitiveness: Demonstrating balance 
An additional question asked at the end of the interview with all participants had to 

do with working in a culture that highly values individualism and competitiveness 

and how leaders understand the role of benevolence in the work place. The 

resounding theme emerging from their responses was the need for balance. From an 

individual perspective, all the respondents believed it to be important for individuals 

to develop themselves and for them to bring their best-self to the team. The team 

concept, however, was equally as important and needed to be in place for effective, 

efficient work to occur. This feedback seems to reflect what was indicated in the 

quantitative data around the individualism and the competitiveness. Leaders found 

ways to both value the need for individualism and the importance of competitiveness. 

Many of them, however, did speak to the fact that if competitiveness caused issue 

within then team, then it was not helpful:  

Respondent 1 
[T]he individualism piece…I think we as an organization are trying to 
foster an adaptive change to that. You can see it in everything that 
we’re doing, the way that our new office spaces are configured, the 
way that we get together…we have a conversation around culture that 
has some component of working as a team or being respectful of 
everyone around you or understanding what your shadow casts. It’s 
integral to how we’re trying to behave as a firm.  

 
Respondent 2 
For me, having had a chance to work in the international space, I can 
see the places where individualism has value and where collectivism 
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has value. I believe that like everything there is balance in all things, 
that there is a place and a need for people to act on an individual level 
and there’s a place and a time when we need to think for the greater 
good…We all exist as individuals but we’re all part of something 
bigger. We all have something to contribute but we are contributing to 
the greater good, so the ability to move between those two places but 
knowing that at the end it’s all for the same goal. 

 
Another high-scoring leader offered a metaphor for understanding the need for both. 

She used this metaphor with her employees about how they work individually and 

together for the company. It is a powerful metaphor for individualism, 

competitiveness, and benevolence: 

  
[I said,] “Do you think [the company] is this great big fancy ship we’re 
all on?” “No,” then I go, “How about this boat here? Are we all in this 
kind of a boat?” I got the boat smaller and smaller until it got down to 
like a rowboat…Some people thought once we get down the rowboat, 
“Yeah we’re in the rowboat.” I said [“Well, y]ou’re close.” Then, I 
click and the next boat is one of those boats where you’re in the 
rowing team. There’s six of you, but you’re not side by side. You’re 
each your own, and you each have a position. That boat is so 
individual, you must be really good at your individual position for that 
boat to win and it’s nobody next to you. 
  
I said that’s how [the company] operates. We’re all in this boat but 
[we’re] individuals, and we must be the best and be accountable for 
what we do and we have to never forget we can’t lose sight of our 
individuality because that’s the paradox of being a human being. It 
runs parallel with being benevolent. It runs parallel with being 
competitive, and one must be their best in order for a team to be at 
their best as a team, and they’re not at opposite ends of any kind of a 
range or scale. 

 
Some of the respondents, leaders in particular, became quite philosophical about the 

concepts of individualism, competitiveness, and benevolence. The high-scoring 
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leader in the next quote sees the need for all three to exist in a healthy manner and, if 

we are to “flourish, we have to transcend” the bifurcation of the concepts: 

Most times when I hear individualism defined, it lives in a concept of a 
finite amount of resources and an aggregation and gathering of 
resources such that those that gather more do better. It’s a win-lose 
conversation. I see that as damaging…I see competition like the 
individual side…When competition moves to a win-lose between 
people, that doesn’t add value. If competition is about the competition 
or the challenge of leveraging resources for the most impact, well that 
could be viewed as a competition…I don’t see competitive 
competition supporting a sustainable future. If we want to flourish, we 
have to transcend it. We don’t need to get rid of it. There is a way to 
integrate some of what it brings, but it can’t be the highest order. 

 
This last statement from one of the high-scoring BLS groups speaks about the 

importance of the three concepts and the importance for balance in both a 

philosophical and spiritual manner. The theme of flourishing is mentioned as well: 

I’m a major advocate of individualism in the sense that it’s the only 
way we can …We can’t live other than in individualistic approach. We 
have to take accountability for ourselves…Individualism is an 
important concept and I think one of the reasons America became the 
country it did is because we actually codified into our governance the 
protection of the right of individuals. 
  
From a virtuous perspective, you can’t be virtuous without a 
community. If you’re going to be the best version of yourselves, and I 
think we all know this innately, it has to be within community…I need 
community around me in order to be courageous and just and wise. I 
need others around me with whom I am living.  
  
It’s important to be individualistic but it has to be in the context of 
community otherwise there’s really no success to it…That’s why 
overstating or swinging the pendulum too far on the individual’s side 
is very harmful to people…We’re not good versions of ourselves in 
that context…Let’s rally around and unify around goodness and then 
we can have a community that’s actually promoting goodness and 
that’s what promotes flourishing.  
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What is clear with all these responses is that the need to find a sense of balance 

between individualism, competitiveness, and benevolence is critical. The leaders see 

the importance of all of the concepts, but as the one high-scoring leader commented, 

“If we want to flourish, we have to transcend it. We don’t need to get rid of it. There 

is a way to integrate some of what it brings, but it can’t be the highest order.” 

Therefore, the need to find that sense of balance is critical to achieve a sense of 

flourishing. The beliefs shared around this question illuminate the rationale for the 

scores in the quantitative section where, especially the high-scoring leaders, the 

scores for both individualism and competitiveness were high, as was the BLS score. 

These high-scoring leaders understand that each concept brings with it something 

valuable, and tapping into the best components of each concept is critical. They 

expressed the idea that it is critical for each individual to bring their best to their work 

but do it in a way that promotes the team. This is what is meant by “not letting the 

pendulum swing too far.” 

Most Important Findings from Chapters 3 and 4 
 

From the quantitative perspective, my first research question asked about differences 

in the mean scores of the self-report and other-raters. When looked at as a group of 

leaders, the mean scores for self-report and other-rater were almost identical. 

However, when the scores were broken down by category, significant differences 

emerged. This discovery piqued my interest as a researcher and prompted me to ask 

deeper questions pertaining to what contributed to that. When comparing the scores, 
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the high-scoring leaders underestimated their overall BLS as well as each of the 

subscale scores. The low-scoring leaders performed in the opposite direction. They 

overestimated their overall BLS as well as each of the subscale scores. This is a 

typical trend observed in other research related to self- and other-rater comparisons 

(Lee & Carpenter, 2018). The research indicates that overestimation indicates self-

enhancement motives, lower self-awareness and effectiveness (Atwater et al., 1998; 

Atwater, Roush, & Fischthal, 1995; Eichinger & Lombardo, 2004; Lee & Carpenter, 

2018; VanVelsor et al., 1993; Yammarino & Atwater, 1997). Ashford (1989) also 

associated overestimation with self-presentation management, impression 

management, or social desirability concerns. In contrast, under-raters, such as those 

indicated by the high and medium range BLS scores in this research, often indicates 

higher self-awareness and leadership effectiveness on the part of the leader (Atwater 

et al., 1998; Atwater et al., 1995; Eichinger & Lombardo, 2004; Lee & Carpenter, 

2018; Van Velsor et al., 1993; Yammarino & Atwater, 1997) as well as maintaining 

levels of modesty or humility (Burris, Detert, & Romney, 2013; Lee & Carpenter, 

2018; Yammarino & Atwater, 1997). What this suggests is that self-awareness and 

humility are key factors in high-scoring leaders of benevolent leadership. This idea is 

an important finding that will be discussed further in Chapter 5. 

  

Hypothesis three was specifically related to research question two, and it predicted 

that the spiritual depth and community responsiveness scores would be higher for the 

high-scoring leaders compared to the low-scoring leaders. This hypothesis was 
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supported but only partially because the comparisons between the scores on all four 

subscales were higher for the high-scoring group of leaders. While the scores for 

spiritual depth and community responsiveness were higher than on the other two 

subscales, they did not reach a level of significance. In Chapter 5, I will show how all 

four of these areas play a significant role in the higher-ordered nature of benevolent 

leadership. 

 

Research question three inquired about the relationship between overall BLS and 

POP. All the hypotheses under this question were strongly supported, but the 

interesting patterns surfaced when the scores were broken down by category. The 

data showed the strongest (p. = .02) association between the high-scoring leaders and 

POP and revealed a negative correlation for the low-scoring leaders’ BLS and POP. 

In Chapter 5, implications of this strong correlation between high BLS and POP will 

be discussed. Interestingly, when POP was compared to each of the subscales, a 

negative relationship emerged between positive engagement and POP and between 

ethical sensitivity and POP for the low-scoring group. While it was not a significant 

difference, it is very interesting that a negative relationship emerges. It is not clear 

what contributed to this trend, and more investigation is needed to obtain the rationale 

for this outcome.  

 

Research question four inquired about the relationship between individualism and 

competitiveness—two highly revered values in Western culture—and benevolence. 
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The quantitative results showed an overall negative pattern but not at a level of 

significance. When the scores were broken down by group, another very interesting 

pattern was revealed. For the individualism score, both the low-scoring and medium-

scoring leaders showed a negative relationship between BLS and individualism as 

predicted, with the low-scoring group reaching a significant level (p. = .02). In 

contrast, the high-scoring group had a positive correlation, meaning that as BLS went 

up, so did individualism. This was an unexpected finding, and the qualitative data 

helped to explain this through leaders seeing the need for a healthy balance of 

individualism, community, and competitiveness. 

 

Research question five, which inquired about the practices of benevolent leadership, 

helped to unpack what was alluded to in the quantitative data. What the interviews 

began to uncover were practices and attitudes that separated the high-scoring leaders 

from the lower-scoring leaders. The two areas of significant differentiation from the 

qualitative perspective were the two areas predicted in hypothesis three, spiritual 

depth and community responsiveness. The most impactful and meaningful dimension 

for me was the integrated nature of the high-scoring leaders’ thinking and behavior. 

The high-scoring leaders and their direct reports alike discussed how the leaders’ 

spirituality was just a part of who they were as individuals, and because of that, they 

brought the spiritual dimension into everything they did as leader, often without 

speaking of spirituality, faith, or religion. For some of the leaders, this sense of 

spirituality was a result of life-long learning from their families of origin. In several 
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of the leaders, this spirituality may have its origins in an organized religion or faith 

experience, but it has evolved beyond that faith tradition. The evolution of their 

spirituality often came from some life experience that beckoned them toward 

something greater. An example of this was from one leader who understands that he 

is here for a larger purpose: 

I believe in God. I believe in a higher being. I believe there’s a heaven. 
I go to church periodically, but I’m not what I would call a devout 
churchgoer. I do pray periodically, but I think for me it was really 
when I started…When you have enough people tell you that you 
shouldn’t be here, you start to say, “Well, then why am I here?” I think 
that’s what it was for me because when I was diagnosed, they literally 
told my mother, “He’s not going to survive,” because nobody survives 
this type of [illness] at that age, well, at any age because, like I said, 
it’s still less than 5% today. 
  
So, when you have, every time you go to the doctor, even as an adult, 
“Wow, you had a [specific] tumor and you’re standing here?” you start 
to say, “Well, why is this so surprising? Why did that happen?” I 
believe that there’s something bigger that intervened there. I think 
there’s, whether it was God or whatever, I choose to believe God said, 
“Clark, we need you out here for some reason, so we’re going to keep 
you alive.” 

 

Lower-scoring leaders either spoke of being more ethical than spiritual, or they kept 

their spiritual lives separate from their work life. The same attitude was present in 

community responsiveness. The leaders scoring high in benevolent leadership 

understood that business is a social enterprise and led from that place. What was most 

exciting for me in analyzing the data was the ripple effect this kind of integrated 

thinking and behaving had on direct reports and on organizational culture. This ripple 

effect will be discussed in depth in the next chapter.
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Chapter 5: Discussion 
Upward Spirals of Positive Change 
Perhaps the most striking finding in my study was the positive influence benevolent 

leadership had on others, individually and collectively. In Chapter 4, I refer to this 

dynamic as a “ripple effect.” The practices and behaviors of leaders high in 

benevolent leadership rippled into their organizations in four key ways. First, it 

attracted other benevolent leaders. Direct reports talked about admiring the values and 

commitments of the benevolent leaders, feeling congruent with them, and wanting to 

work with them and be a part of their organization. Second, it shaped the practices 

and behaviors of direct reports. Direct reports saw benevolent leaders as role models 

and talked about wanting to lead like them and engage in the same kinds of practices 

and behaviors that they do. Third, it established norms that gave others permission to 

act in benevolent ways. Direct reports understood that if they acted in negative, 

unethical, and destructive ways, they would be sanctioned. Conversely, if they acted 

in positive, ethical, and constructive ways, they would be encouraged and supported. 

Fourth, it created a benevolent organizational culture. As benevolent leaders were 

attracted to the organization and were encouraged to act in benevolent ways, cultures 

were created (albeit imperfectly) in which acting ethically, spiritually, positively, and 

responsively came to define the organizations. I present this process in my model of 

upward spirals of benevolent leadership (Figure 9).  
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Figure 9. Upward Spirals of Benevolent Leadership 
 

The model depicts that when leaders engage in benevolent leadership practices with 

others, the resulting dynamic creates a positive energy that motivates people to act in 

a similar fashion, thus the upward spiral. This spiral concept is based in part on the 

“broaden-and-build” effect that positive emotions have on people and organizations 

(Fredrickson, 2001). The spirals created are self-generating and self-reinforcing 

patterns of behavior that “mutually and continuously strengthen each other” (Karakas 

& Sarigollu, 2017, p. 5). In my research, six spirals emerged from the data: The spiral 

of generosity, the spiral of human connectivity, the spiral of organizational 
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performance, the spiral of flourishing, the spiral of capacity building, and the spiral of 

emulation. In each case, positive change resulted on the part of the recipient of the 

leader engaging in benevolent leadership practices. With every spiral, when the leader 

enacted with benevolent leadership practices, the direct report, in my case, was 

inspired to engage in a similar type of behavior toward those with whom they work. 

This transmission of behavior on the part of the direct report is what created the 

positive change. In some instances, I was able to identify double and triple spirals, as 

will be explained in more detail later in this chapter.  

 

The model continues, however, beyond these smaller spirals of positive change. What 

was demonstrated in my research by the leaders who scored high on the BLS is that 

they acted in an integrated manner. Unlike the lower-scoring leaders, the higher-

scoring leaders led in a manner that integrated all the spirals from each of the four 

anchor areas that was seamless. In other words, the leader’s deep sense of spirituality 

around making an impact for the greater good was demonstrated in their 

understanding of the purpose of their business, which impacted the very ethos of how 

people in the organization would interact with each other and how they, as an 

organization, interacted with the community and beyond. The story of Clark at the 

end of this chapter demonstrates this integrated nature.  

 

When the leader engages this type of integrated leading, a spiral of generativity for 

the common good gets created. This spiral creates positive change not only for 
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individuals or teams, as is evidenced in the single spirals, but it also has a 

transcendent effect as it moves even beyond the organization to impacting the 

community and, ultimately, the common good. This type of generative spiral brings 

in the thinking of Erickson and Erickson (1998) when Erik Erikson spoke of the adult 

stage of development around generativity vs. stagnation. The idea with generativity 

“encompasses procreativity, productivity, and creativity” (Erikson & Erikson, 1998, 

p. 67), which in turn leads to new ways of thinking, being, and encouraging 

product/service development. One could argue that what is seen in the benevolent 

practices of the leaders is just what happens when on reaches mid-life, as is purported 

by Erikson and Erikson’s (1998) theory of adult development. Except when looking 

at the current research, 84% of the leaders surveyed were 40 years old and above, but 

only a third of the leaders demonstrated this integrated way of leading that led to the 

spirals of generativity for the common good. 

 

The second piece of support for the spiral of generativity for the common good comes 

from Ehrenfeld’s (2008) work on the role flourishing has beyond the individual:  

Flourishing also consists of other distinctions of human origin that 
relate to the collective state. Justice, fairness, and equity come from 
our historical sense that flourishing has to do with. More than our own 
self-attainments. We accept, but fail to act accordingly, that there is a 
social dimension to living that recognizes in some way that all humans 
are interconnected and that the state of our individual lives is tied to 
the states of others with whom we share our only world. (p. 51) 
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This statement speaks to the more transcendent nature that is a part of the spiral of 

generativity for the common good. The concept of flourishing is important to 

Ehrenfeld (2008) because, from his perspective, this is how sustainability is 

understood. Ehrenfeld (2008) stated, “I define sustainability as the possibility that 

humans and other life will flourish on the earth forever” (p. 49). Erhenfeld and 

Hoffman (2013), in their discussion about sustainability, spoke about it in terms of 

flourishing. They define flourishing in this manner: 

Flourishing is the result of acting out of caring for oneself, other 
human beings and the rest of the “real, material” world, and also for 
the out-of-the-world, that is the spiritual or transcendental 
world…Completion of one’s actions in any domain is not an absolute 
end, but a state in a never-ending pursuit of flourishing. (p. 17) 

 

This account of flourishing describes the upward spiral of generativity as something 

that most definitely begins with us and extends out beyond ourselves, others, and 

even our material world, and the pursuit of it never ends. Snow (2015) spoke directly 

to the relationship between flourishing and generativity, indicating that one can have 

generativity and not necessarily flourish, but one cannot flourish and not be 

generative. Further, Snow (2015) argued from the Aristotelian perspective, as we will 

see later, that one needs to be active in their community in order to flourish, thus 

impacting future generations and the common good. Some of the high-scoring leaders 

talked about the concept of flourishing as an outcome of their leadership. They 

believed whole-heartedly in this idea and embraced it as the real purpose of their 

leadership and of the organizations they lead. For them, flourishing was not just 
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meant for themselves and those in their organizations, but also for the communities in 

which they live and impact. They saw this ideal as a highly aspirational one that had 

their full commitment. With flourishing being such a predominate theme with the 

high-scoring leaders from this study, it stands to reason that a result of their focus on 

flourishing leads to spirals of generativity for the common good. 

 

The latent defining characteristics of benevolent leadership, upward spirals, 

integrative nature, and leading for the common good as seen in human flourishing 

were the distinctive attributes separating the higher-scoring from lower-scoring 

leaders. They displayed themselves in the very being of the leaders as expressions of 

who they are—their character—rather than what they do.  

 

Emerging from the interviews of the leaders and direct reports, six upward spirals 

were identified: the spiral of generosity, the spiral of human connectivity, the spiral of 

organizational performance, the spiral of flourishing, the spiral of capacity building, 

and the spiral of emulation. In the rest of the chapter, I will explain each of the six 

spirals and provide examples from the data that demonstrate the spiral effect. 

Following that, I will explore how these spirals work from the standpoint of virtue 

theory and ego development. I will end with a story from a leader scoring high on the 

BLS, which demonstrates the integrated nature of benevolent leadership. 
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The spiral of generosity: Being kind, understanding, not selfish, related 
to time and contribution 
The first is the spiral of generosity, which is defined as a person being kind, 

understanding, and not selfish. In the research, this spiral presented itself in two 

different ways: generosity of the leader’s time and generosity of the leader in 

contributing to the greater good of society. The generosity of time was demonstrated 

in stories where the leader was willing to give of their time not only to those who 

reported to them, but more often to others because of the expertise or the personality 

of the individual leader. An example of generosity of time is depicted in this direct 

report’s comment of a leader scoring high in benevolent leadership: 

Trigger Event  
She always gives everyone attention. Everyone’s stuff and things and 
projects and questions and…I hear her constantly saying, “Someone’s 
calling me. They wanted my thoughts on something,” whether it was 
something career related, personally, or a project, or whatever… She’s 
very approachable…Yeah, I mean I do think her way of working and 
her approach…And trying to again get us to the right place for the 
greater good…I can't think of a time it didn’t work out.  
 
Upward Spiral  
People will know that they can talk to her about something and she 
will help get them to the right place without undermining any trust or 
confidentiality or political capital within the firm…She always brings 
value to whatever she’s on. So, I think when people see her name on 
projects or involved in something, they say, “Oh, great,” cause she’s 
got so much knowledge and experience and a good-working 
thing…Maybe a little like, ugh this might take a little time to work 
through things, but they know she’ll get us to the right place. 

 

In this story, it is not only the time that the leader sets aside for people, but it is also 

the time she takes to be thorough. While people know it might take some time, they 
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know at the end of the day they will have the right answer. The upward spiral of 

people continuously seeking her out for both personal and professional concerns is 

evident in the example. 

 

The second way the spiral of generosity was demonstrated was through their 

contribution to things impacting the greater good. These leaders were often generous 

with the volunteering of their skills and services, their finances, or both. A leader who 

scored high on benevolent leadership shares this story of how he picked up on the 

generosity of an employee and found a way to institutionalize it: 

Trigger Event  
[Our compassion committee] was an organic piece that came out of 
one of our staff members losing her son. She didn’t have enough 
money to bury him. The person that stepped up reached out to me and 
said, “Hey, I want to give…Whatever it was…“To help my coworker 
out.” Who she didn’t even work with that closely. The person who 
raised it is the person that I happen to know is probably living the most 
paycheck to paycheck of anybody in the company. 
  
Upward Spiral  
Now, when people have needs, they can ask for the help or the 
compassion committee can offer the help. Oftentimes, it’s some 
coworker noticing somebody else needs help. We just reach out 
quietly and offer. When there’s need in the larger global community, 
this year was pretty tough, because we had three disasters back to back 
to back. The compassion committee will put out a call. 

 

A direct report of this leader continues the conversation depicting the ongoing 

trajectory of the upward spiral. In this quotation, the direct report talks about the 
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unique way the leader gets this committee funded and the impact it has on the 

participants: 

Trigger Event  
So what [the leader] came up with, he said, “You know what? Let’s 
take the PTO that would be lost, we’ll convert it into dollars, and that 
will fund the compassion committee.” And I mean, it’s like, “Okay.” I 
mean, it makes total sense… 
 
Upward Spiral  
To see the secondary impact where you actually start to see some 
employees who go, “Hey, if I don’t use all my PTO, it’s going in 
here.” And there’s good value in that, right? We do things with that. 
And that I mean, it so speaks to who [the leader] is, and what he’s 
created. 

 
This story demonstrates a double upward spiral. It reflects how the generosity of an 

employee who saw a person in need was picked up by the leader and made a part of 

the company. The creative way of funding the committee by the leader then offered 

an opportunity for others in the organization to make a contribution and feel good 

about it, thus creating the double spiral. A summary of examples of the spiral of 

generosity is seen in Table 42. 

  



253 
 

 

Table 42. Spirals of Generosity: Being Kind, Understanding, Not Selfish, Related 
to Time and Contribution 

 

 

Theme Area Trigger Event Upward Spiral 

Going Above 
and Beyond 
(PE): 
 

“She does go above and 
beyond…she does spend additional 
time with them to help get them 
where they need to be.” 

“I think that also builds 
people up and allows them 
to be able to do their own 
role better.” 

Participating in 
Corporate 
Contribution 
(CR) 
 

“We do a lot of charitable work as 
groups. He’ll often get involved in 
that.” 

“I think it also trickles down 
when you see a really busy 
person like him that’s 
willing to donate time to go 
do something. It makes you 
think, I should find time to 
do this.” 

Contributing 
Personally (CR) 
 

“She’s volunteering at her daughter’s 
school, I know that she has tried as a 
working mom, to try to make that a 
priority.” 
 

“It makes you feel like if 
you want to go do the same, 
she’s very supportive to do 
that.” 

Expressing 
Gratitude (PE): 
 

“I think she could see how hard he 
had been working.” 

“For me, taking the time to 
appreciate someone in a way 
they will respond to.” 

Fully 
Integrating 
Spirituality into 
Work (SD) 
 

“Everything she does, the way she 
carries herself in thought, word, and 
deed, is spiritual. She’s been raised 
that way, and I think she’s always 
been that way.” 

“I think most people that 
work here do appreciate the 
fact that she is spiritual, and 
it all kind of makes us a 
little closer.” 

Putting Ethics 
Over Money 
(ES) 

“It’s just a mind-set that she has. 
Doing the right thing as opposed to 
making a profit.” 

“From that perspective, it 
reflected positively on our 
organization and our leader. 
I think it was a positive 
impact for us.” 
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The spiral of human connectivity: Extension of care 
The second spiral created is the spiral of human connectivity. This spiral addresses 

the care that leaders extend to their people that demonstrates how they value those 

who work for them. It also demonstrates how people feel connected to the 

organization and to each other. In the following story from a direct report of a higher-

scoring leader, the sense of care that the direct report feels motivates him and others 

to extend that beyond themselves: 

Trigger Event  
He’s more than just someone who wants to make sure the job’s getting 
done, like make sure you're making money, make sure you’re clocking 
in and clocking out. He always cares about what’s going on in your 
personal life…my wife gave birth about three months ago, and I was 
going to take some time off work...she ended up giving birth a little bit 
later, and it was just him constantly asking questions about, just 
making sure she was doing okay, and once she gave birth, right after 
my family, he was one of the first people I texted to keep him updated.  
 
Upward Spiral  
I do it because I know he really does care about what’s going on…It’s 
that kind of attitude up and down throughout the organization that 
makes it a better place to work. It’s a different kind of work culture 
that we have. That’s a thing that we pride ourselves on, and when 
other people have to miss things because of family issues, I pick up the 
slack for them because I know they would pick it up for me. Everyone 
just really has a genuine interest in each other’s well-being.  

 

This direct report’s account demonstrates the care that the leader extends to others 

and the sense of connection that is created through that care. The direct report wants 

to connect back to the leader because he knows the leader cares. He also speaks about 

how that has impacted the culture, and it is something they “pride themselves on” 
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because everyone has a “genuine interest in each other’s well-being.” Table 43 

provides examples of the spiral of human connectivity. 

Table 43. Spirals of Human Connectivity: Extension of Care 

Theme Area Trigger Event Upward Spiral 

Caring for 
Others (SD) 
 

“He’s more than just someone who 
wants to make sure the job’s getting 
done, like make sure you’re making 
money. He always cares about 
what’s going on in your personal 
life.” 

“It’s that kind of attitude 
up and down throughout 
the organization that 
makes it a better place to 
work. I pick up the slack 
for them because I know 
they would pick it up for 
me.” 

Expressing 
Gratitude 
(PE) 

“She is in a constant positive spin on 
things and acknowledging people’s 
work and thanking them and ‘That’s 
great,’ and ‘You set a great 
foundation.’” 

“This is why people tend 
to come back to her or are 
able to work because she 
is very thankful and 
appreciative of work 
done.” 

Treating 
People with 
Compassion 
(ES) 
 

“Look, I’ll take responsibility for her 
through the end of the calendar year. 
I think I’ve got some work that she 
can do.” 

“It made me look at 
myself and think, okay, 
next time, you would 
learn from this, and next 
time I think would do 
more.” 

Being Value-
Based  
(ES) 
 

“It was true to my values.”  

“It gave someone who 
was facing something that 
was pretty daunting, 
hope.” 

Participating 
in Corporate 
Contribution 
(CR) 
 

“The company has some programs 
for giving back to the community. 

“If we are receiving also 
from the community, 
having a job and having 
some benefit from the 
community, we have to 
give back.” 



256 
 

 

 

The spiral of organizational performance: Impact on the bottom line 
The spiral of organizational performance is the third dynamic emerging from the 

interviews. This spiral has to do with the impact that a leader’s behaviors has on the 

performance of the organization, whether it be the bottom line of revenue, 

productivity, or talent retention. It is also the area that correlates with the POP scale 

on the BLS. Recall, in the quantitative data, there was a strong correlation between 

benevolent leadership and POP. This next quotation is demonstrative of this 

relationship: 

Trigger Event  
Every Monday morning, we have a staff meeting, and part of the 
reason for the meeting is to talk about what projects we have going on 
that week, but the meeting always kind of starts off with “How was 
everyone’s weekend?” If we knew someone had a big event going on 
or a family member in from out of town, we’re going to discuss that. 
We do care about how each other are doing. It’s not just let’s get to 
business.  
 
Upward Spiral (internal)  
I think that that’s a differentiator when we're looking for new people, 
and we kind of describe that that’s the kind of work environment that 
we have, and that’s something that differentiates us in the market, and 
people want to work in that kind of environment…I think it’s just like 
people are more willing to help each other and it creates an 
environment that people are going to want to stay longer, and there’s 
less turnover because of it.  

Going Above 
and Beyond 
(PE) 

“She’s really looking out for the 
company. She does go above and 
beyond, sometimes where if people 
need some additional assistance, she 
does spend time with them to get 
them where they need to be.” 

“I think that also builds 
people up and allows 
them to be able to do their 
own role better.” 
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Upward Spiral (external)  
I think it sometimes has a difference on the types of clients that we end 
up working with, kind of going along with the previous story about 
client’s notice. I’ve actually had clients that hired us to replace their 
current provider and said that the people that come in and work here 
just look like they’re happy here. We’ve also had outside recognition 
from different organizations that have voted us a best place to work or 
a best place to work in Chicago, type of accolades. Marketplace 
people, they notice as well.  
 
Outcome of Upward Spiral  
From the turnover perspective and when people aren’t leaving that 
minimizes disruptions and minimizes having to train someone else 
new so that definitely [affects] the bottom line.  

 

The story from this direct report is an example of a triple upward spiral. He first 

shares how the way in which people are treated in the organization creates the kind of 

work environment where people help each other out and, in turn, people want to stay, 

resulting in a lower turnover rate for the organization. That is the first upward spiral. 

He goes on to say that this extends out to the clients they serve where they replace 

current providers with this organization. The upward spiral extends out into the 

community at large by the organization receiving “outside recognition.” He perceives 

this positive outcome as one that definitely “effects the bottom line.” Table 44 

provides examples of the spiral of organizational performance. 
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Table 44. Spirals of Organizational Performance: Impact on the Bottom Line 
 

Theme Area Trigger Event Upward Spiral 

Employing 
Positive 
Interventions 
(PE) 

“I think the biggest thing was the 
Appreciative Inquiries Summit 
that she did.” 

“I think they felt, ‘Wow, I do have an 
important role to play in this 
organization.’ It gave everyone a 
sense of hope, there is room for 
expansion, ideas, and improvement.” 

Removing 
Bad Actors 
(ES) 
 

“She didn’t know this, but he had 
given her a lot of patience and 
grace before having to fire her, 
which I thought was really a 
good thing.” 

“I would maybe take pause and go, 
you know what, what would [the 
leader] do in this situation kind of 
thing?” 

Acting with 
Transparency 
(ES) 
 

“She talked with each of the 
leaders on their side for their 
territory, and then on our side so 
there was transparency and 
everyone understood where she 
was coming from with that.”  

“It held the peace to some extent on 
that side, which in the long run, 
probably was the best thing for them, 
too.” 

Business as a 
Social 
Enterprise 
(CR) 
 

“The question posted to him was 
about how this is going to help 
change your brand in the 
community.” 

“His whole mission was to give 
voice to his company’s desire to 
offer a very affordable workers’ 
comp program for all sorts of small 
companies. Now that is a very 
socially responsible thing to do….” 

Caring for 
Others 
(SD) 

“I think it’s about attrition too. I 
think this particular leader made 
a good cognizant effort to build 
those relationships and key 
people including myself.” 

“I think for the bottom line, it is 
really about keeping the good 
worker, the good experience within 
the firm versus watching it leave and 
having to lose that business.”  

Valuing 
Individuals 
(PE) 

“He’s very big in terms of 
executive involvement. It’s not 
just the plans that get rolled 
down to the factory laborers or 
the engineers. It needs to be led 
by executives. [The leader] 
himself has been out there and he 
expects his executive staff to be 
out there with them.” 

“Oh, it’s the floor people that I’ve 
heard from. It’s the floor people that 
have come back and said that it is, 
they feel like it’s not as so much us 
and them. It’s much more, it’s all of 
us. I think most of the comments 
have come back from the floor 
people.” 
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The spiral of capacity building: Development of others 
The fourth spiral, the spiral of capacity building, focuses on leadership behaviors that 

facilitate the development of others through skill and competency building. In this 

next quotation, the direct report shares how the interaction she had with this high-

scoring leader gave her the confidence to speak up and, eventually, opened other 

work opportunities for the direct report. As the direct report shares, it was a “turning 

point for her.”: 

Trigger Event  
I had gotten myself on a project with somebody who was 
misconstruing what the client would ask for. I went to this individual. 
She was so understanding. She was very calm. I just remember her 
being thankful that I had shared this with her. It was something she 
was open to receiving. She...did not make me feel like I was sharing 
something I shouldn't have shared. She talked to…confidentially, 
some other individuals in my group that are above this manager; then 
had me also talk to them, which was also really scary to me, because I 
feel like I’m tattle-tailing. 
 
Upward Spiral  
That was a turning point in a couple of ways. One, I actually spoke up, 
which is something historically I probably wouldn’t have done. I was 
also given the opportunity to work with other people, which…allowed 
me to demonstrate my capabilities. That’s kind of some of the impact, 
I think. I always remember it as…being that young person and…I 
could have gone to somebody, and they could have blamed me, or they 
could have handled it in a completely different situation. When I’ve 
had people come to me because they’ve had difficult situations, I’ve 
had the open mind for them, because I know how it feels.  

 

The upward spiral for this direct report was one of building her confidence and 

providing opportunities for her to “demonstrate her capabilities.” It also impacted her 
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regarding having an open mind and extending empathy to others as she “knows how 

it feels.” Examples of the spiral of building capacity are listed in Table 45. 

Table 45. Spirals of Capacity Building: Development of Others 
 

Theme Area Trigger Event Upward Spiral 

Encouraging 
Work-Life 
Balance  
(PE) 

“I think he sees that and he 
wants to make sure that people 
are feeling good about where 
they’re working, what they’re 
doing, and then fit their schedule 
around the kind of things that 
they have to do that exists 
outside of work for all of us.” 

“I mean, it gives me a sense of 
belonging to the overall firm. It 
helps me figure out the areas that I 
need to continue to improve, and it 
makes me aware, I guess, that he 
cares about what’s going on 
outside of just work and making 
sure that life outside of work fits 
with life inside of work. I don’t 
think other people would still be 
here if there wasn’t that 
flexibility.” 

Expressing 
Gratitude 
(PE) 
 

“She is in a constant positive 
spin on things and 
acknowledging people’s work 
and thanking them and ‘That’s 
great,’ and ‘You set a great 
foundation.’” 

“Which again, that’s something 
then I try and do with my team. 
That’s something I’ve learned 
from [the leader].” 

Being Value-
Driven 
(ES) 

“She lives a lot of what the 
organization would call their 
values.” 

“She’s impacted other people 
besides just me as far as…giving 
real time feedback to people 
and…helping them…helping 
support them in their careers and 
grow, because the firm is better for 
having better people.” 

Participating 
in Corporate 
Contribution 
(CR) 

“Within the office, we do a lot of 
charitable work as groups. He’ll 
often get involved in that.” 

“I think it also trickles down when 
a really busy person like him that’s 
willing to donate time to go do 
something, you think, I should find 
time to do this. It’s another way of 
being a good role model.” 



261 
 

 

Theme Area Trigger Event Upward Spiral 

Valuing 
Individuals 
(PE) 

“He does an exceptional job of 
really looking out for developing 
you into becoming a better 
person in the future, of the types 
of expectations that are expected 
of you at the next level.” 

“An openness and someone that 
you know you can learn a lot from 
and almost want to, you know, 
think about what would they do in 
certain situations.” 

Caring for 
Others 
(SD) 

“I know he cares about his 
employees on a deeper level than 
just making sure the work’s 
getting done.” 

“It’s that kind of attitude that 
makes it a better place to work. I’ll 
pick up the slack for them because 
I know they would pick it up for 
me.” 

 

The spiral of emulation: Role models 
The fifth spiral coming out of the interviews is the spiral of emulation. This spiral 

centers on the idea that the leader serves as a role model and inspires others to act in 

the same manner toward others. The direct report in this next story of her high-

scoring leader demonstrates how she and other people view this leader as a “role 

model.” The direct report even remarks about doing it “like she does” or they 

“wonder” what this leader would do: 

Trigger Event  
Generally speaking, I think a lot of people look to [the leader] as kind 
of a role model…A working role model, at least. They’re often kind of 
in awe of her memory, her approach…Although, they might get a lot 
of eye rolling, people come back to her because they know, “She kind 
of set me on the right path or helped out or she’ll know how to do this 
best or who to work with best.” 
  
Upward Spiral  
So, people see the end result. She’s been around for a long time too. 
There’s lots of end results of where [this leader’s] been involved and 
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they see where she added value and then say, “If I could do it like she 
does it.”…Which is stuff I think about, like, “How would [the leader] 
handle these people or this situation?” I bounce stuff off of her. I shoot 
her a note or an email because you…She kind of knows what she’s 
doing and everyone knows that.  

 

The direct report speaks quite admirably of her leader and indicates that people in the 

organization see the leader’s contribution as “added value.” This result inspires the 

direct report and others to emulate this leader by to acting in the same manner. Table 

46 provides examples of the spiral of emulation. 

Table 46.Spirals of Emulation: Role Models 
 

Theme Area Trigger Event Upward Spiral 

Valuing of 
Individual 
(PE) 
 

“I think she really thinks about me 
as an individual person, knows 
what my strengths are and what 
areas I need to work toward, and 
she is thoughtful.” 

“I am trying to emulate her and 
be the type of coach that she is 
teaching me to be.” 

Participating 
in Corporate 
Contribution 
(CR) 

“I’ve seen the leader engaged in 
those kind of activities where he 
was giving back.” 

“To see a leader in a relatable 
situation, in day-to-day situation 
helps. I think it helps them to say, 
‘Okay. I don’t have to be this suit 
and tie person all the time, I 
don’t have to be my life’s work 
all the time.’” 

Employing 
Positive 
Interventions 
(PE) 

“We tried to address some issues 
that we have and that we wanted 
the leadership to take action. She 
was not with us, but we thought I 
think this is not the approach that 
[the leader] would take, so maybe 
we can take a different approach.” 

“It was after we thought about 
what [the leader] would do. We 
changed the approach, and we 
started with a good example that 
we have experienced and saying 
that we would like to continue to 
have that kind of work between 
these groups and us.” 
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Theme Area Trigger Event Upward Spiral 

Caring for 
Others 
(SD) 

“I feel like she cares about me. I 
feel like she knows me and she 
cares about me and she wants to 
work with me to continue to 
develop me.” 

“I think, as another impact, I am 
more devoted, I guess, or loyal to 
her as my leader now. I think, 
from a professional standpoint, 
the better she makes me, the 
better I’m gonna be for the 
company. I think from an impact, 
I am trying to emulate her and be 
the type of coach that she is 
teaching me to be.” 

Following the 
Rules 
(ES) 
 

“I think what I have found about 
[the leader] is that she’s always a 
proponent of doing the right thing. 
Of following the rules, doing the 
right thing for the person, not 
skirting by something or doing 
anything inappropriate.” 

“I think it makes us want to 
emulate her. I think collectively 
it makes us all better people. If 
you're a leader who demonstrates 
ethical behavior, then in turn you 
expect that from those that work 
for you and that you work with. 
It’s kind of a trickle effect, I 
think, so that it encourages 
everyone to operate with more 
ethical behavior, because we 
know that our leader does, so we 
know that’s what’s expected of 
us.” 

 

The spiral of flourishing: Bringing the best version of self 
The final upward spiral is the spiral of flourishing. This upward dynamic emerged 

from the high-scoring leaders and is about helping people be the best versions of 

themselves. This direct report speaks about how the concept of flourishing plays a 

role in being developed as an individual and is integrated into the very ethos of the 

work the company does: 
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Trigger Event  
You know and I think that’s what [the leader] continues to do, is he 
keeps seeing things bigger and seeing opportunities that other people 
can’t see, and it encourages you.  
 
Upward Spiral  
It kinda just keeps you going ‘cause you have this hope for something 
bigger. The thing that sets us apart is we have a human centric 
approach to it. We’re constantly thinking about the employee. “Okay, 
we're moving into this new building. It’s hugely disruptive. What does 
that mean for the employee at the basic employee level? What does 
that mean to them? How are they gonna see this? How are they gonna 
view it? Are they gonna feel like their best interests are at heart or is 
this just something…a business decision that they’re basically brushed 
aside and they’re not a part of it all?” Almost everything that we get 
into or everything that we get into does come down to a human centric 
view of value and opportunities to facilitate growth and flourishing. 

 

This direct report speaks about the motivating component of the leader wanting to be 

the “best version of themselves” because it brings a sense of hope for “something 

bigger” and keeps them “going.” He also speaks about how this idea of flourishing 

gets integrated into their work with their clients to make their move the most positive 

experience possible. 

 

This second example of the upward spiral of flourishing shared by a direct report of a 

high-scoring leader demonstrates how the direct report feels inspired to “bring her 

best” because of the kind relationship she has with the leader and what the leader 

expects: 

Trigger Event 
One thing is we do have the trust that we’ve built from that beginning. 
I do trust her, and she’s never done anything…I’ve been here 20 years. 
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She’s never done anything in 20 years to make me doubt that. When 
we have conversations about just about anything,…she’s very open 
and straightforward, and direct. She’s not kind of flowery, or I don’t 
feel like I’m getting a sell, or…It’s really ultimately about the 
objective or the goal of whatever it is that we’re doing, and making 
sure that we are doing the best that we can do to achieve that objective. 
 
Upward Spiral  
She’s the kind of person…where she makes me step up….She always 
brings her best, so I always want to bring my best because I don’t want 
to bring her down, down to my level. I want to raise up to her level…. 

 

The standard this leader sets purely by how she works and how she interacts with 

others becomes an inspiration for others to follow suit. This direct report does not 

want to let this leader down and “bring her down to [her] level.” Rather, the direct 

report is inspired to raise herself up to the leader’s level. Table 47 provides examples 

of the spiral of flourishing. 

Table 47.Spirals of Flourishing: Bringing the Best Version of Self 

 

Theme Area Trigger Event Upward Spiral 

Fully 
Integrating 
Spirituality 
into Work 
(SD) 
 

“Just talking to her about 
what that meant to her, and 
what our work means. It 
always comes from a place of 
purpose.” 

“She’s also the kind of 
person…where she makes me step 
up….She always brings her best, 
so I always want to bring my best 
because I don’t want to bring her 
down, down to my level. I want to 
raise up to her level….” 

Acting with 
Transparency 
(ES) 
 

“I just think that her warmth 
and her genuineness in terms 
of being transparent, it goes a 
long way, you know?” 

“That’s what also encourages me 
to continue to be my best self, you 
know, at work.” 
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Theme Area Trigger Event Upward Spiral 

Business as a 
Social 
Enterprise 
(CR) 
 

“If we’re going to flourish, 
and that second community is 
that community in which we 
live, work, and operate, then 
we should partner with folks 
that can be tied to our 
strategic guiding proposition, 
that can help us maximize 
profit, but we can do good 
back.” 

“Someone with [a disability] 
would be a good individual 
because [it’s] very repetitive and 
who, where they would fit in so 
were working with [non-profit] to 
potentially to find someone from 
their community who could work 
at the company.” 

Going Above 
and Beyond 
(PE) 

“She does go above and 
beyond, if people need some 
additional assistance, she does 
spend time with them to get 
them where they need to be.” 

“I am a much better communicator 
at work today than I used to be… 
Making sure that I’m responsive I 
think that’s been good for me as 
well. Then she makes me bring my 
best. That’s been a benefit to me 
and my career.” 

 

Downward spirals of benevolent leadership practice 
Karakas and Sarigollu (2017) found downward spirals also emerged from their 

interviews with employees. The downward spirals they observed had a negative 

overtone to them, and they created a sense of dualism that resulted in managers 

needing to navigate the inherent tension created. In some cases, in-groups and out-

groups formed with each fiercely advocating for their own position. Three downward 

spirals surfaced from their data, namely, a spiral of incivility, a spiral of silence, and a 

spiral of fatigue (Karakas & Sarigollu, 2017). 

 

Similarly, some of the direct reports in the current study indicated there are negative 

sides to the positive spirals identified in the current research. While these downward 
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spirals were not nearly as prevalent as observed in Karakas and Sarigollu (2017), they 

were alluded to by some of the direct reports. This first direct report speaks to the 

downward spiral of capacity building and flourishing: 

Upward Spiral  
For me personally, it has helped me refine the way I communicate. I 
am a much better communicator at work today than I used to be 
because of watching her style, and then using my own style but seeing 
the way that she works and the way that she operates.  
 
Downward Spiral  
I actually see two sides of this. I see the similar impact, such as me. 
Then, I see…some negative impacts in the sense that… maybe you 
don’t feel like you can keep up with her, or people feel like she might 
be nit-picky. For some people, it could actually make them feel worse 
if they’re unable to keep up with her, so that is the downside… 

 

In this account, the direct report acknowledges that the high standards this leader 

maintains, while in one respect provides opportunities for improvement, can create a 

downward spiral where people think they cannot “keep up with her” and may think 

they measure up. This can have a negative impact on building capacity as people 

might give up because they think the expectation is too high. Additionally, the idea of 

challenging people to “bring their best,” defined as flourishing, could actually work in 

the reverse where people feel worse because they cannot meet the standard she puts 

forth. 

 

Another direct report who spoke about the upward spiral of human connectivity also 

saw a negative dynamic that resulted. The dynamic that the direct report references is 
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the creation of an “in-group” and “out-group” atmosphere similar to what Karakas 

and Sarigollu (2107) discovered: 

Upward Spiral 
He was a part of each team and I think the teams felt the same way, 
and he was always saying, “One for all and all for one.” As long as 
you are part of this circle, he will stand up for you and he will be fair 
to you.  
 
Downward Spiral 
The upside of it is within the group there was a clear sense of 
direction, a clear sense of leadership, and this group ended up being 
very successful at developing what [the leader] wanted. The only issue 
is people being impacted by the other way, which was pretty tough. If 
you’re on the bad side, it was not a good place to be, and [the leader] 
was pretty scary when he was upset. I remember that a lot of people in 
the office were afraid. If you saw [the leader’s] number on your phone 
you were like, “Oh my god, what is happening?” I would say it was a 
double-edged sword, because I think that [the leader] was feared to a 
certain extent, which helps getting things done because it created this 
sense of urgency. But, I would say maybe the fear also could add 
unnecessary stress to the people. Looking back at it, I would say 
maybe that there was no need for such a fear. I think it created stress in 
some situation.  

 

The direct report also speaks about some of the “scary” dynamics that resulted due to 

this leader’s strong presence, especially when he was “upset.” If one was on the 

inside, they understood this as a tactic toward “high-performance,” yet on the outside 

“political friction” was created and a lot of people were afraid of the leader. 

 

The next story shares the potential for a downward spiral for organizational 

performance if the leader is too involved and directive. The upward spiral of this 

leader going above and beyond is that it can assure that the work is completed in the 
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manner in which the leader desires to be completed. Yet, it can lead to some 

downward momentum: 

Downward Spiral 
There’s things in our organization, and I understand that [the leader] is 
ultimately accountable for everything, but at some point in time, he 
needs to have some assurance that whatever needs to get done will get 
done. I would like for him to be able to give some direction and some 
guidance, step back, and give more opportunities for growth in that 
regard.  

 

The description of the potential downward spiral for organizational performance is 

that when the leader does not communicate the vision or plan and does not delegate 

some of the work, people can begin to think they are not needed. This can lead to 

people choosing to leave the organization to find places where they do feel they are 

contributing and it begins to effect retention rate. The up side of this direct report’s 

account is that the leader seems to be recognizing it and is seeking help. This is an 

example of where the self-awareness and humility of the high-scoring leader is such 

that he is willing to seek and accept help in an area of challenge. 

 

This next example is a story from a direct report who speaks to the downward spiral 

of generosity, flourishing, and potentially organizational performance in his high-

scoring leader. He sees and appreciates the generosity of heart displayed by the 

leader, yet is concerned when the leader does not think from “his business mind”: 

Upward Spiral 
The thing with [the leader] is…he always sees the best in people and 
so…he always has a great desire to help people.  
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Downward Spiral 
On the negative, I think it makes us a little vulnerable just in the fact a 
lot of times [the leader] thinks with his heart and not with a business 
mind. But, I think it also opens us up in big ways to give us 
opportunities that we wouldn’t have otherwise. You know, and I 
would struggle with the exact same thing, I feel…[the leader] to a 
greater extent just because like I said, he is a very extremely generous, 
very giving, always looking out for the best interest of everybody else. 

 

The direct report recognizes there are times when the leader is “taken advantage of” 

by other people and that might not bode well for the business. The direct report shares 

a sense of concern when the leader does not “think with a business mind” but is quick 

to acknowledge that opportunity often is a result of this tact. The tone of uncertainty 

is another reflection of the potential downward spiral of the generosity. Table 48 

summarizes the potential downward spirals. 

Table 48. Potential Downward Spirals 
 

Theme Area Upward Spiral Downward Spiral 

Spiral of 
Building 
Capacity 

 

“For me personally, it has helped 
me refine the way I 
communicate. I am a much 
better communicator at work 
today because of watching her 
style, and then using my own 
style but seeing the way that she 
works and the way that she 
operates.” 

“Maybe you don’t feel like you 
can keep up with her, or people 
feel like she might be nit-
picky.” 

Spiral of 
Flourishing 

“Like I said, you have to bring 
your best; and it makes you want 
to bring your best.” 

“But for some people, it could 
actually make them feel worse 
if they’re unable to keep up 
with her.” 
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Theme Area Upward Spiral Downward Spiral 

Spiral of 
Human 

Connectivity 

“He was always saying, ‘One for 
all and all for one.’ As long as 
you are part of this circle, he will 
stand up for you and he will be 
fair to you.” 

“Outside of the team, 
sometimes I think it created 
some political friction with 
some other groups…The only 
issue is people being impacted 
by the other way, which was 
pretty tough.” 

Spiral of 
Organizational 
Performance 

“It’s his company, he needs to 
know what’s going on 

“I look at that as the 
opportunity for growth, and if 
someone is telling you what to 
do all the time, I guess what I 
would like is maybe some more 
opportunities for growth in that 
regard.” 

Spiral of 
Generosity 

 

“The thing with [the leader] 
is…he always sees the best in 
people and so…he always has a 
great desire to help people…Just 
because he puts himself out there 
to help people.” 

“I think sometimes in some 
situations he’s either taken 
advantage of unwillingly. On 
the negative, I think it makes us 
a little vulnerable just in the fact 
a lot of times [the leader] thinks 
with his heart and not with a 
business mind.” 

Spiral of 
Emulation 

“That’s a big lesson. Now, being 
able to actually put that into 
action to oneself, in fact I still 
work on that constantly; the 
constant being mindful, and self-
aware, and deliberate about it. 
You don't need to have credit as 
a leader. You need to know how 
to give other people credit.” 

“I think we’ve all been in those 
positions where there’s other 
people and somebody takes 
charge, and then they do it in 
this bossy way and it's always 
so horrible; being led around by 
the nose, it just feel demeaned.” 

 

Both upward and downward spirals created by benevolent leadership practices 

surfaced in the interviews with the direct reports. The upward spirals are critical 

dynamics that positively impact things like growth and development of employees, 
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improved relations, increased performance, higher engagement, and talent and client 

retention. All things that impact the bottom line of an organization. The downward 

spirals are equally important to be vigilantly aware of from the vantage point of the 

leader. Awareness of the potential of these downward spirals can help to increase 

self-awareness and encourage leaders to seek resources to assist in their improvement.  

More research needs to take place to better understand how these spirals impact 

people and the organization, both positively and negatively. 

Upward Spirals and the Dynamics of Virtuousness 
The role of virtues can be traced back to understanding Aristotle’s belief in the 

common good (Hughes, 2013). Aristotle understood common good to be rooted in the 

Greek word eudaimonia, which can be loosely translated to mean “happiness” but is 

related to human flourishing. For Aristotle, eudaimonia is about good life in common, 

including family, friends, and others in the polis, or “city.” From Aristotle’s 

perspective, the good experienced in the larger context, “the good of the state” is 

greater than the good of the individual:  

[I]f the end [good] is the same for a single man and for a state, that of 
the state seems at all events something greater and more complete 
whether to attain or to preserve; though it is worthwhile to attain the 
end merely for one man, it is finer and more godlike to attain it for a 
nation or for city-states.” (as cited in Hughes, 2013, p.1) 

 

Aristotle believed that it was virtues that provided the path toward achieving 

eudaimonia, and the lack thereof was a source of frustration in its achievement 

(MacIntyre, 2007). The challenge, however, in this is viewing virtues as a means to 
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an end (the good life). This is not the intent of the statement, but rather virtues are 

necessary if one is going to achieve that telos. 

But the exercise of the virtues is not in this sense a means to the end of 
the good for man. For what constitutes the good for man is a complete 
human life lived at its best, and the exercise of the virtues is a 
necessary and central part of such a life, not a mere preparatory 
exercise to secure such a life. (MacIntyre, 2007, p. 149) 

 

In both classical and recent literature, virtues are described as “moral and intellectual 

excellences of human character and action” (Bright, Winn, & Kanov, 2014, p. 445). 

Virtues include such things as justice, wisdom, courage, temperance (Aristotle, as 

cited in Hughes, 2013) faith, hope, love (Aquinas, as cited in Sison & Fontrodona, 

2011), humanity, and transcendence (Peterson & Seligman, 2004). They exemplify 

the essence of humanity at its best, embracing the most ennobling behaviors and 

character as one pursues the highest good (Bright et al., 2014; Cameron, 2003; Dent, 

1984; MacIntyre, 2007) and their inherent nature compels people to behave in ways 

that promote human flourishing (Dawson & Bartholomew, 2003). Some researchers 

equate virtues and character strength (Grant & Schwartz, 2011; Peterson & Seligman, 

2004), however, Cameron (2011) indicated that they are not synonymous, as 

character strengths can be overused, turning them into weaknesses; virtues cannot be 

over used. Some research indicates we have a propensity toward virtuous behavior 

that develops before our language develops (Haidt, 2006; Hauser, 2006; Pinker, 

1997). Krebs (1987) purported that this genetical disposition toward virtuousness 

helps to unlock one’s predisposition when they observe it in others or have an 
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encounter with virtuous behavior. Rachels (1999) attested that virtues, representing 

moral excellence, are a part of the human condition and not a social convention.  

 

Virtues differ from ethics in that ethics exist to prevent harm and enforce compliance, 

virtues are affirmative in nature and promote enhancement, elevation, flourishing, and 

enriched outcomes (Cameron, 2011). Virtues are also more universal in nature 

(Peterson & Seligman, 2004) and are fixed and stable, as opposed to ethics being 

more situational, culture orientated, and can shift overtime (Cameron, 2011). 

 

Carter (2016) noted a significant change in the use of the word virtue and its 

replacement word, values, in nineteenth and twentieth century literature. In this shift, 

the adoption of value language by a large portion of people, across sects, cultures, 

and religions, or not, has given rise to the meaningfulness of values without 

consideration toward the powerful and subjective nature of the values versus the 

objective nature of virtues (Christian & Grant, 1998, p. 392). Benson’s (2008) 

discourse on values notes that the term has taken on a subjective nature and thus leads 

to the issue we deal with today of “my values” or “your values.”  

Thus, the modern axiom that “you have your values and I have mine” 
is the primary aspect of “values” used in the purely personal sense. A 
person who means by “values” something that they believe is 
objectively the case (or real, actual or factual) is, on this reading, 
simply confused or making a claim which “the language of values” 
can be said to deny by virtue of the fact that values are personal rather 
than objectively true. (Benson, 2008, p. 4) 
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What this leads to is the situation we face today with “values” asserting a moral claim 

but are referenced as “white middle-class values,” “American values,” “Christian 

values,” “family values,” and the like. These terms, while speaking about something 

supposedly moral and objective, are deeply subjective. This creates the basis for the 

argument of moving back to virtues-based language (Benson, 2008; Carter, 2016). 

 

Interestingly, Karakas (2009) spoke about virtues and virtuousness only as it relates 

to ethics and POS. It is not extended beyond that mentioning. The research into 

virtuousness and leadership (Cameron, 2011) and virtuousness and organizations 

(Cameron, 2003; Cameron, Bright, & Caza, 2004) outlines three definitional 

attributes associated with virtuousness.  

 

The first attribute is that virtuousness is associated with moral goodness (Cameron, 

2003, 2011; Cameron et al., 2004). It is a representation of what is considered “good, 

right, and worthy of cultivation” (Cameron, 2011, p. 769). It has a strong association 

to Aristotle’s (n.d, Metaphysics XII, 7, 3) “goods of first intent”—things like love, 

wisdom, and fulfillment. These things are good in and of themselves and are chosen 

for their own sake (Met. XII, 7, 3). “Goods of second intent” (Met. XII, 7, 4) are goods 

that are sought to obtain something else. In this case, things like power and profit are 

considered goods of second intent (Cameron, 2011). People can tire of goods of 

second intent but not goods of first intent. Essentially, we never tire of moral 

goodness.  
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The second attribute has an association with human beings’ capacity for flourishing, 

development of moral character, self-control, resiliency, meaning and purpose, and 

transcendental principles (Cameron, 2003, 2011; Cameron et al., 2004). The role that 

“human impact” (Cameron, 2011) has on objects or acts is what makes them virtuous. 

An example of this is a very large (10,000+ in attendance) church intentionally 

creates small congregations within the larger parish to make people feel that that are 

valued member of that faith community so they can be spiritually fed and flourish.  

  
The third attribute, social betterment (Cameron, 2003, 2011; Cameron et al., 2004) 

pertains to bringing about social value beyond self-interest or self-gain. The key in 

this attribute is it produces and extends value regardless of its reward or reciprocity. It 

also moves the idea of philanthropy or community responsiveness beyond the good it 

will bring to the organization and transcends it to the greater good.  

 

Additionally, and more specific to this research, Cameron et al. (2004) spoke about 

the amplifying effects of virtuousness. This relates directly to the upward spirals 

found in the stories from the leaders and direct reports in the current study. Cameron 

et al. (2004) identified three reasons for this effect: positive emotions, social capital, 

and prosocial behavior. First, when people experience virtuous behavior from others, 

it elicits positive emotions. As was discussed regarding Fredrickson’s (1998, 2001) 

findings, positive emotions create the “broad and build” effect, increasing positivity 
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and leads to people replicating the behavior (Cameron et al., 2004). The impact of 

this amplification effect—or, for my purposes, upward spiral—manifests itself in 

increased organizational performance (Fredrickson, 1998; Fineman, 1999; Seligman, 

2002; Staw & Barsade, 1993; Staw, Sutton, & Pelled, 1994). In this study, direct 

reports shared the positivity they experienced by being a recipient of the virtuous 

behavior displayed by their leader and the impact it has on them to carry that forward:  

It’s that kind of attitude that makes it a better place to work. I’ll pick 
up the slack for them because I know they would pick it up for me.  

 

This upward spiral, created when a leader extended care toward the direct report, 

demonstrates the affective elevation Fredrickson (2003) spoke about:  

[E]levation increases the likelihood that a witness to good deeds will 
soon become the doer of good deeds, then elevation sets up the 
possibility for some sort of upward spiral…and organizations are 
transformed into more compassionate and harmonious places. (p. 173) 

 

The second area where amplification is demonstrated is in building social capital. 

(Cameron et al., 2004). Social capital refers to the relationships people have with each 

other that impacts the flow of information, resources, and influence. Research has 

shown that high levels of social capital can impact things such as reducing transaction 

costs, facilitating communication, increasing learning, enhancing commitment and 

collaboration, and strengthen relationships, all of which impact the organizational 

performance (Adler & Kwon, 2002; Leana & Van Buren, 1999; Nahapiet & Ghoshal, 

1998). This social capital is evident in the quotation from the direct report regarding 
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the upward spiral created as a result of his leader’s virtuous behavior and the impact it 

has on the organization:  

I think it’s just like people are more willing to help each other and it 
creates an environment that people are going to want to stay longer, 
and there’s less turnover because of it.  

 

This quote also supports what Spreitzer and Sonenshein (2004) and Bateman and 

Porath (2003) contended regarding the witnessing of virtuous behavior leading to 

increased interpersonal relationships and “optimal behavioral functioning,” which 

spirals up to impact organizational effectiveness. 

 

The final area of the amplifying effect identified by Cameron et al. (2004) is prosocial 

behavior. Prosocial behavior refers to actions taken by people that benefit others. 

Prosocial behavior goes back to the idea that we have a genetical disposition toward 

virtuous behavior (Krebs, 1987; Rachels, 1999). Examples of this behavior are 

demonstrated by people stepping in impulsively to help others (Krebs, 1987). In these 

situations, when people observe or experience someone in need, their predisposition 

to extend help is unlocked (Krebs, 1987) and they move into a place of caring for 

another person. The story of the compassion committee started in the organization of 

one of the leaders scoring high on the BLS is a demonstration this prosocial behavior: 

Our compassion committee, people can bring that to the compassion 
committee and we can support participants that way. When employees 
have needs here, actually starting the committee was an organic piece 
that came out of one of our staff members losing her son. She didn’t 
have enough money to bury him. The person that stepped up reached 
out to me and said, “Hey, I want to give…Whatever it was…“To help 
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my coworker out.” Who she didn’t even work with that closely. The 
person who raised it is the person that I happen to know is probably 
living the most paycheck to paycheck of anybody in the company. It 
took your breath away. Those kinds of things, they choke me up. They 
bring tears to my eyes. They make me say, “This is why I chose to 
take those messages as I’m doing the work I’m supposed to be doing.” 

 

Each one of the examples from the data presents amplifying effects that Cameron et 

al. (2004) spoke of around the virtuousness of leaders. The impact of these upward 

spirals affects individuals and their relationships, which spirals up to affect the teams 

and groups they are a part of, which impact the organizational performance, which 

impacts the community and, ultimately, the common good. Therefore, it seems to 

stand that benevolent leadership leads to upward spirals through the dynamics of 

virtue along with ego development. The impact leads to upward spirals of 

generativity for the common good. This is not to say that benevolent leaders are more 

virtuous. It means that as they engage in ethical, spiritual, positive, and community-

oriented practices, they are de facto pursuing virtue, and the pursuit of virtue creates 

upward spirals because of the way virtuousness works.  

 

None of this means anything if, at the end of the day, it does not impact the bottom 

line. Cameron (2003) cites Timberline’s then CEO, Jeffrey Schwartz, illustrating this 

comment:  

If we don’t make money, no amount of virtue will do our firm any 
good. Wall Street will ignore us, and we will soon be out of business. 
We must have bottom line performance for the virtuousness in our 
firm to be taken seriously. (p. 52) 

 



280 
 

 

Cameron et al. (2011) demonstrated that positive practices do have a significant effect 

on organizational effectiveness as determined by the organization. Studies in the 

financial services and healthcare industries indicated that positive practices had (a) an 

impact on employee turnover, (b) a statistically significant association between 

organizational climate, specifically work environment, managerial effectiveness, and 

employee retention, (c) significant correlation to financial performance, and (d) 

positive practices, which are better predictors of senior executive judgments of 

employee engagement and unit effectiveness. Cameron and McNaughton (2014) 

conducted a review of research of POS in the literature and found that positive 

practices were impactful in areas of organizational virtuousness, virtuousness and 

social concern, leadership, positive relationships and performance, psychological 

capital and strengths, energy, and job crafting. While this seems extensive, work in 

POS needs to continue demonstrating the power that positivity brings to 

organizations.  

 

The quantitative results in this study confirm what Karaka and Sarigollu (2012) found 

in their research regarding the correlation between benevolent leadership and POP. In 

both the current study and Karakas and Sarigollu’ (2012) study, the results show that 

there is significant correlation between benevolent leadership and POP on the part of 

both the leaders’ perceptions and that of the direct reports. More research is needed in 

this area to continue to measure the impact of benevolent leadership practices on the 

bottom line of the organization. 
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The link to adult development 
A psychological perspective looks at the leader through a lens of their own adult 

development. The study of human development and evolution has been the focus of 

many psychologists, sociologists, and anthropologists. Perhaps most famous is the 

work of Abraham Maslow (1954) and his hierarchy of needs that put a stake in the 

ground around human development. His model, starting with basic physical needs 

reaching to self-actualization, fills the pages of most books on human development. 

Stemming from this work, other researchers have studied various types of 

development ranging from the cognitive capacity work of Jean Piaget (Ginsburg & 

Opper, 1988), to the moral development work of Kohlberg (Kohlberg & Hersch, 

1977) and Gilligan (1987), to the work in consciousness development of Kegan 

(1982, 1994), Kegan and Lahey (2009), Torbert, Fisher, and Rooke (2004), and 

Wilber (2000, 2001). The work of these last three groups of researchers will be the 

focus of attention.  

 

These models present development through a stage framework or linear progression. 

The challenge in this depiction is that while an overall upward progression is present, 

the work is much more complex and less linear than the models depict (Laloux, 

2014). Another assumption inherent in these stage models is the idea that once a stage 

or level is passed, the person never returns. The reality of this development, rather, is 

one that is more inclusive and transcendent (Laloux, 2014). A way to better 

understand this idea is to think about a baby who must learn to walk. An early stage 
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of walking is rolling over and, after that, crawling. Once a baby learns to walk, they 

do not abandon the motoric functions of rolling over or crawling. There are many 

times they go back to those actions, but they transcend them by learning to walk. 

These stages of human development act in the same manner in that as one progresses 

through the stages, they incorporate the lower levels of development into the higher 

levels of functioning. One such model of ego development, purported by Kegan 

(1982, 1994), has a tremendous amount of research and writing behind it. A brief 

explanation follows, but a deep dive into the model is beyond the scope of this paper.  

 

Kegan’s (1982, 1994) and Kegan and Lahey’s (2009) work stems from over 30 years 

of research in trying to answer the question around “the growth of mental complexity 

in adulthood” (Kegan & Lahey, 2009). Contrary to popular thought, what they 

discovered was there was an increased progression of mental complexity as people 

aged. Figure 10 demonstrates how this new thinking.  
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Source: Adapted from Kegan & Lahey, 2009 
 

Figure 10. Age and Mental Complexity  
 

What this figure demonstrates are two critical learnings from the 30 years of 

longitudinal work of Kegan and Lahey (2009). First, the graph demonstrates that 

when considering the population as a whole, an upward curve of learning occurs 

showing that mental complexity tends to increase with age, which is contrary to the 

previous thought that it plateaued somewhere in one’s twenties. The second learning 

in this graph is that there is a range of variability at any one age. Therefore, looking at 

people in their thirties, as depicted with the black dots in the graph, six people in this 

age group can be at very different levels of mental complexity, and some people 

might be at higher levels of mental complexity than someone in their forties or fifties. 

Further, Kegan and Lahey (2009) contended that while there is an upward 
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progression, it is not a continuous climb, but rather one that has progressions and 

plateaus. As one ages, the plateaus get longer and fewer people reach higher plateaus. 

The following quote from a high-scoring leader demonstrates this concept of that 

ongoing personal reflection and developmental work: 

That’s a big lesson. Now, being able to actually put that into action to 
oneself, in fact I still work on that constantly; the constant being 
mindful, and self-aware, and deliberate about it. I’m pretty old now. I 
have a lot of opportunities to practice, and mentor here and there. 
Maybe I would have lost more self-awareness about wanting to not be 
a bossy leader. I want other people to shine. One of my mentors said 
once, and it was like the first time that I ever heard this from another 
person was, “Well, you don’t need to have credit as a leader. You need 
to know how to give other people credit.” 

 

Kegan’s (1994) work led to the development of five orders of consciousness. Within 

these five orders, three plateaus exist that Kegan (1994) and Kegan and Lahey (2009) 

named the socialized mind (third order of consciousness), the self-authoring mind 

(fourth order of consciousness), and the self-transforming mind (fifth order of 

consciousness). The socialized mind includes behaviors like being a team player, a 

faithful follower, an individual who aligns, seeks direction, and is reliant (Kegan & 

Lahey, 2009). The self-authoring mind includes those behaviors and adds the 

following behaviors: agenda-driving, leader learns to lead, own compass, own frame, 

problem-solving, and independent (Kegan & Lahey, 2009). The self-transforming 

mind adds on the behaviors of the leader being a meta leader; the leader leading to 

learn, the leader holds contradictions, is problem finding, and is interdependent 

(Kegan & Lahey, 2009). Figure 11 shows these plateaus of mind development. 
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Source: Adapted from Kegan & Lahey, 2009 

Figure 11. Plateaus in Adult Mental Development 
 

One of the high-scoring BLS leaders made this comment that is reflective of Kegan’s 

(1994) self-transforming mind: 

I don’t set it up as a dichotomy that it has to be an opposition at all. I 
don’t see it on the same scale at all, and I suppose it depends on how 
one might define benevolent. Benevolence is so closely related to 
humility, being humble, or caring about another first over yourself; 
being humble, and kind, and wanting to…while at the same time, 
because they’re not opposite ends of each other. I can be benevolent, 
and kind, and caring, and expect really high-quality standards in a 
competitive nature of us to be our best in what we do because when 
we’re at our best, the youth that we’re serving will have the best 
chance in life. 
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This leader demonstrates the ability to hold contradicting ideas without feeling the 

need to resolve them one way or another. The idea of being benevolent and being 

competitive at the same time is an example of this tension, and by holding that 

tension, the outcome for everyone is better. This particular quotation is qualitatively 

demonstrative of the positive correlation between individualism and benevolence and 

between competitiveness and benevolence from the qualitative data. The high-scoring 

leaders are conscious of their own personal strengths, limitations, and biases through 

continuous self-growth work that they have reached this higher level of ego- 

development. 

 

Other researchers have created similar models to Kegan and Lahey’s (2009) model 

based on constructs such as action logics (Rooke & Torbert, 2005; Torbert, 1987; 

Torbert et al., 2004) and levels of consciousness (Wilber, 2000a, 2000b). Figure 12 

shows the results from two large scale studies that demonstrates the distribution of 

mental complexity among adults. This figure incorporates both the work of Kegan 

(1994) and Torbert (1987). In this figure, the graph shows the percentage of the adult 

population at each one of the levels of Kegan’s (1994) model. In the figure, the 

diminishing percentage of people at the higher levels of development can be seen. 
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Source: Adapted from Kegan & Lahey, 2009 

Figure 12. Results of Two Large Scale Studies  
 

Integrating the Four Dimensions of Benevolent Leadership 
The high-scoring leaders in my study demonstrated an integrated way of thinking and 

leading. This is an example of Kegan’s (1994) “multi-frame” dimension of the self-

transforming mind. Again, all leaders displayed benevolent leadership tendencies, but 

the medium- and lower-scoring leaders seemed to demonstrate those behaviors in 

more compartmentalized sorts of ways. Where this showed itself most predominantly 

was in the anchors of spiritual depth and community responsiveness. The means of 

high-, medium-, and low-scoring leaders range from 4.2, 3.8, and 2.6 respectively for 
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spiritual depth and 4.6, 4.1, and 3.0 respectively for community responsiveness. In the 

interviews, both leaders and direct reports in the lower scoring categories specifically 

spoke about keeping their spirituality (religious beliefs for many) separate from their 

work life. Some spoke about their companies demanding they keep it separate, while 

others indicated it was simply their choice. Still, there were others that did not 

identify as being spiritual or religious. The same held true for the community 

responsiveness anchor. As the themes indicated, respondents expressed the 

importance of giving back, but people either kept their philanthropic activities 

personal or would participate in work activities, some naming participating for the 

purpose of team building. 

 

The high-scoring leaders told a very different story. When it came to spiritual depth 

and community responsiveness, it infused everything they did as a leader. The 

quantitative data demonstrated this idea by revealing a significant gap between the 

high-scoring leaders and the low-scoring leaders on both the spiritual depth and 

community responsiveness subscales. According to the direct reports, on the spiritual 

depth subscale, they indicated that their leaders spent time in reflection or meditation, 

relied on their spirituality in making decisions, thought that their spirituality impacted 

how the leader treated others, and found ways to encourage others to nurture their 

own sense of spirituality. While not as large of gaps between the scores, the same 

pattern was demonstrated on the community responsiveness subscale. The three areas 

that showed the greatest difference in scores on community responsiveness focused 
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on leaving a legacy for future generations, feeling and acting like a responsible leader 

in the community, and going above their job description to contribute to the 

community and the world. The interviews and the stories shared by both the leaders 

and the direct reports provided the qualitative evidence to support these findings. The 

ways in which the leaders who scored high on benevolent leadership expressed their 

spiritual motivation permeated everything they did, especially when it came to its 

expression with community responsiveness. In some cases, it was hard to see where 

spirituality ended and community responsiveness began. This was true in both the 

stories from leaders and direct reports. Many direct reports would comment, “It’s just 

who they are.”  

 

The integrated expression that these high-scoring leaders demonstrate reflects the 

living out of the virtuous space described by Cameron (2011): “virtuousness in 

leadership is less a means to another more desirable outcome than an ultimate good 

itself” (p. 28). Cameron (2011) identified three assumptions that undergird the idea of 

virtuousness: (a) its eudaemonic nature, an inherent human inclination toward moral 

good, (b) an inherent value, the idea that virtuousness is associated with social 

betterment that exceeds self-interest, and (c) an amplification assumption that creates 

positive energy and is self-perpetuating. Fredrickson (2003) confirmed this idea of 

amplification “broaden and build” theory and its application to virtuous leaders. 

When people are recipients of receiving help, they are more inclined to give help to 
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others through giving back. This creates an upward spiral of positive emotions that is 

energizing to people and organizations (Fredrickson, 2003).  

A story from the field 
To illustrate the high-ordered, integrative flourishing that reveal the true essence of 

benevolent leadership as it was conceptualized, I share the story of Clark, who is one 

of the leaders interviewed along with two of his direct reports. In this story, we will 

hear Clark’s voice share his philosophy of leadership and how the four anchors of 

benevolent leadership are integrated seamlessly into his leadership. While the 

question of how benevolent leaders are formed did not get discussed in this paper due 

to the enormity of data, Clark shares some of the formational experiences that 

contributed to where he is today. I will also highlight the upward spirals, virtues, and 

integration, as is necessary. 

 

Clark is the president of an international manufacturing company that produces 

widgets. The company has been in existence for over 80 years, and Clark has been the 

president for about 10 years. Clark begins his story by sharing some of the 

formational experiences as a young boy and man. These formational stories shared by 

Clark highlight some of the themes that emerged as leaders talked about their 

development as a leader. In these two stories, the consistent themes of early 

leadership roles, role models, key learnings, defining moments, character building, 

leadership development opportunities, and finding voice as a leader are all 

demonstrated.  
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When I was in the fifth grade…I put my name …to the safety patrol 
for the middle school because I thought, “Hey, that’s kind of a 
leadership role, and I think I could kind of do it well.” 
  
I had just come off the safety patrol morning thing, and I’m walking 
back. And a guy that I knew pretty well said, “Hey, Clark, come into 
the bathroom for a minute because I need to show you something, 
there’s a problem.” I said, “Sure. Let me follow you in.” When I got in 
there, there were two other guys there, and they basically started 
saying, “Clark, you got to give us your lunch money or we’re going to 
beat you up.” And I knew one of them pretty well, and so I looked at 
him, and I said to the guy that I knew, “Joe, why are you doing this? 
You and I know each other. Why would you do this to me where you 
would sit here and take my money and then tell me you're going to 
beat me up? I don’t understand this.” He’s sitting there with his two 
buddies, and he’s like, “Well….” I said, “Man, but Joe, I thought we 
had a better relationship than this.” 
  
Finally, he came around and said to his buddies, “Nah. Let him go. We 
don’t need to do this,” and, “Clark, you’re not going to tell anybody?” 
I said, “No, I’m not going to tell anybody, but you kind of just got to 
get out of here and just move on.” So, I think that taught me a lesson 
very early in life about how to connect with people in a way that can 
try to take a fairly nerve-racking and conflict situation and help them 
kind of reframe what was going on and do that. 
 

The interesting part of this story is seeing the early signs of virtues at play. Clark was 

just in fifth grade, and yet he is already displaying early signs of virtuous behavior. In 

this story, we hear and see demonstrated virtues of temperance, fortitude, and 

prudence. Park (2004) identified several factors that play a part in strong character 

development, including positive role models, parents and solid family structure, and 

close relations with family members that help develop good character strengths. 

Clark’s relationship with his grandfather and father were salient in his life: 

My grandfather ran [a large] Foundation…and so he was in a real 
leadership position. He and I just had a real close connection, and so I 
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would watch him a lot and talk with him a lot. So, I think I got this 
sense of leadership from him. Then my father, who was a leader…he 
worked for [a science/engineering company], and I worked at the 
manufacturing plant…At the time, he was assistant plant manager at a 
big…plant. In high school I worked for him in his plant, and I just 
listened to how people talked about him and how they connected with 
him on a real personal level. They really felt connected to him…I just 
saw my father and my grandfather in these leadership roles, and I think 
there’s just something about that that spoke to me. 

 

Clark goes on to share about a big leadership role he had in high school. In these 

experiences, Clark finds his voice as a leader: 

I think the big leadership thing for me growing up was I was drum 
major of our high school band, which was about 110 people in the 
band,…I was kind of the liaison between the band director and the 
marching band in terms of making sure that people showed up, making 
sure that people…We had routines that we would do. We actually had 
a pretty good marching band… these were my peers, and so I had to 
not take this authoritarian, “Hey, I’m the boss,” kind of thing because 
that was [an] early leadership lesson I learned. You can be the boss all 
you want, but if people can’t see what you’re doing and understand 
why you’re doing it and you can’t get them supportive of what you’re 
trying to accomplish, they’re not going to do it, and particularly when 
you’re talking about a bunch of high school students in a marching 
band that all have their own interests. You had to learn to engage with 
them…I always found that the drummers were kind of the most 
popular and kind of the coolest, so I would always connect with them, 
and they could help me…I think that was a real leadership 
development opportunity because, again, I’m having to, if there were 
grievances among the band members, I would take those to the band 
director. The other thing that it taught me was how to manage up as 
well. 
  
The band director and I got along extremely well, and I think I had 
learned that early on, that if he wasn’t supportive of me, or if I 
couldn’t understand where he was coming from and stuff, then it 
wouldn’t work out. This was a great example of what I’m talking 
about. In the middle of my junior year, and so I’m a drum major, we 
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had a teacher strike. So, we were out of school for about a month 
during this teacher strike. 
 
So, we couldn’t do school activities because school was shut down 
because they were picketing, but the band director wanted to make 
sure that we were practicing…So, he worked with me and we would 
meet at a coffee shop, and he would talk to me about what he wanted 
the show to look like, and how we could make it work, and this and 
that. 
  
It was my responsibility to get the band together at a field off sight, 
and then we would practice these routines…if you think about 
leadership, I had to coordinate 100+ people, “Hey, we’re going to 
meet.” “Well, hey, Clark, we’re on vacation because it’s a teacher 
strike.” I had to motivate them to come and meet with me during the 
week, and then I would have to coordinate back with him about what 
was working, what was not working, what we could do. 
  
[I]t took a lot of planning. It took a lot of communication. It took a lot 
of negotiation, and so I think I’ve learned those skills. It was a great 
learning experience for me because you just did it on the fly. I didn’t 
have any formal training or anything…I think that was a good 
development opportunity for me as well.  

 

When asked what motivated him to take on these positions of leadership at such a 

young age, Clark shared this pivotal story that undergirds everything to who he is as a 

leader:  

I had a rare, very rare form of cancer when I was an infant that I was 
not…My parents were told I was going to die. Fourteen months old 
they diagnosed me with what’s called a tumor, and the survival rate 
today is less than 5%, and it was pretty well advanced. It had spread to 
my lungs when I was three. So, to this day I go to the doctors’ and 
they’re like, “Wow, I can’t believe you’re standing here.” 
  
I’m like, “Well, I’ve heard that enough. You don’t have to keep telling 
me that.” But I think because of that, well, two things: I think part of it 
was I felt like for me to have survived that…I think just felt like, 
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“Clark, you’re [here] for some reason other than just to walk around.” 
So, I think that kind of…Because I couldn’t wrap my head around 
everything that I’d been hearing, and even my parents told me that, 
“You shouldn’t be here.” “Well, I am, so I must have some bigger 
reason to do that.” That sounds a little egotistical, and it’s not meant to 
at all. It just felt like there’s got to be something I’m supposed to be 
doing. I don’t know what it is, but I’m going to go try it. 
  
Maybe that’s the spiritual aspect, that first story I told. Maybe that’s a 
spiritual thing. I just felt like there was something more there and that 
I’m supposed to be doing something more. Like I said, I still haven’t 
really figured that out, but I keep trying. 
 
It’s funny, because I talk to myself about this: I don’t feel that I’m a 
real…I believe in God. I believe in a higher being. I believe there’s a 
heaven. I go to church periodically, but I’m not what I would call a 
devout churchgoer. I do pray periodically, but I think for me it was 
really when I started…When you have enough people tell you that you 
shouldn’t be here, you start to say, “Well, then why am I here?” I think 
that’s what it was for me because when I was diagnosed, they literally 
told my mother, “He’s not going to survive,” because nobody survives 
this type of [illness] at that age, well, at any age because, like I said, 
it’s still less than 5% today. 
  
So, when you have, every time you go to the doctor, even as an adult, 
“Wow, you had a [specific] tumor and you’re standing here?” you start 
to say, “Well, why is this so surprising? Why did that happen?” I 
believe that there’s something bigger that intervened there. I think 
there’s, whether it was God or whatever, I choose to believe God said, 
“Clark, we need you out here for some reason, so we’re going to keep 
you alive.” 
  

This would be an example of what Luthans and Avolio (2003) referred to as a 

“trigger.” Triggers are pivotal experiences, either positive or negative, that have a 

defining quality to them as it relates to our development as a person and as a leader. 

This experience has infiltrated every aspect of Clark’s life, and it calls him forth at 

every turn of his life. The constant wondering, “Well, maybe this is what I am 
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supposed to be doing” keeps him searching and yearning for that next purpose. It 

does not consume his thinking (“It’s not something that I think about every day”), but 

it softly begs the question and challenges him with each new encounter. While not a 

religious experience as so many in the interviews solely equated with spiritual depth, 

it is definitely a spiritual experience that keeps Clark searching for the higher sense of 

purpose.  

 

Clark was then asked to explain how this has impacted his leadership and the 

organizations he has been a part of. This early story about ethics helps to highlight the 

integrated nature of Carks’ leadership. It is also demonstrative of two virtues, justice 

and prudence, that helped to guide his decision-making. 

I was head of a sales organization for a pharmaceutical company, and I 
had an employee who was going through just a horrendous divorce, I 
mean just horrendous, where the ex-spouse was suing for not just 
custody of the child, they had one child, but to terminate parental 
control, anything…he had to completely relinquish any connection to 
this child. Apparently, her dad was some big time lawyer. He knew all 
the judges that looked like that was going to go. 
  
[N]eedless to say, his performance was not…good. My boss came to 
me and said I had to fire the guy for nonperformance. And I told him, I 
tried to explain the situation to him and said, “I want to give him more 
time because he’s going through….” He was a good sales person. He’d 
been hitting his numbers, and he was a young kid. I mean, he’s maybe 
27, 28, and I said, “He’s trying but he’s got this huge personal crisis 
right now that I don’t think you can appreciate how devastating this is 
for him. While I understand the numbers, I think he’ll get back to this, 
but we got to give him some time.” 
  
He said, “No. You have got to put him on a performance improvement 
plan and get rid of him.” I couldn’t do it. I just didn’t do it. But what I 
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did is I went back to the young man and said, “Look, I understand 
what you’re going through. I appreciate what you’re going through, 
and I’m not going to take any action right now, but I need you at some 
point you’re going to have to come back in here and start performing. 
You have to understand that we can’t…At some point we got to move 
on from here. I’ll give you a couple months to get there, but you got to 
work with me on that.” 
  
He committed to that, and so ultimately he did come back, and he did 
well. But when it was time for my review, I got dinged for the fact that 
I didn’t fire him. And I was okay with that, and I think back to what 
I’m talking about is I could not in good conscience terminate this 
person, given what he was going through. And I think most people 
would’ve just said, “Well, my boss told me I had to terminate him.” 
  
I don’t take these…I did in situations like this, but I just felt like that 
was not the right thing, and I wasn't going to do it. I knew I was going 
to take some consequences for that, but I thought it was the right thing 
to do, and it’s part of that core value that you’ve heard me talk about 
that everybody deserves special treatment. This was a situation, and 
the fact that he did come back with his performance…It showed that 
he just needed some time to deal with this. So that’s one piece of that. 

 

In this next section, we see where Clark’s “self-transforming mind” (Kegan & Lahey, 

2009) is at work as he speaks about the ability to “maximize value for the firm and 

create value for society.” In the telling of the partnership with this “organization in 

the city,” we hear an example of the spiral of flourishing, by “giving them real value 

in their lives” and contributing “to society.” Clark relates this experience with his 

purpose in life, recognizing this is the “biggest part” of what he is “supposed to be 

doing.”: 

The other one is this, I think you’ve heard me talk about the 
partnership. We started with this organization in [city] that tries to help 
people with disabilities to find real work engagement. I think for me 
that’s biggest part of what I’m talking about in terms of what am I 
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supposed to be doing. I think this is a big part of that, of, look, we can 
maximize value for the firm and create value for society if we work at 
it, and it doesn’t have to be a paradox. We can actually do it, and this 
is a great example, where we’re bringing in these folks into real 
positions at [the company] where they can contribute. 
  
I think most businesses do that as a more of a greenwashing: “Look, I 
can say I employ somebody who walks around the building with [a 
disability].” That’s not what this is. This is people in real jobs getting 
real wages, contributing to the bottom line of [the company]. But at the 
same time, they couldn’t get a job because they were socially 
awkward, but now we’ve brought them into the organization and 
giving them real value in their lives, and they can contribute to society. 
  

Clark was then asked what the impact of this partnership has been in the organization. 

His explanation is one of integration and that of pursuing the flourishing for the 

common good. This narrative speaks about how the intentional spiral of flourishing 

that is a big part of Clark’s vision moves toward the spiral of generativity for the 

common good. The spiral begins with the company, extends to the community, and 

then reaches to the global community. He sees this vision as a way to contribute to a 

spiral of organizational performance by “partnering with folks” that can tie to their 

“strategic guiding proposition” where “maximizing profits” can be achieved: 

Number one…I’m combining this with, this goes back into setting 
vision and things like that for the organizations for that roadmap for 
success. What I’ve been talking about a lot lately is flourishing, is our 
purpose is to flourish. We define that in terms of three communities: 
the community that’s [the company], our employees, our owners, 
because we’re privately owned; and sort of our representative network 
and our vendors that work with us to flourish. 
  
The second community, the communities in which we live, work, and 
operate, if we flourish, there’s opportunities for us to help them 
flourish, particularly if we can do like what we’re doing with this 
organization, but we’re tying the two directly. Then, the third 
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community is the global community. By that I mean it’s customers. 
So, if we could help them flourish, they can help their customers, 
which in a lot of cases can be rural area supporters. So, we talk about 
in terms of flourishing. 
  
The way I’ve tied this back and where we’re seeing some success is, 
look, if we’re going to flourish, and that second community is that 
community in which we live, work, and operate, then we should 
partner with folks that can be tied to our strategic guiding proposition, 
that can help us maximize profit, but we can do good back…it’s a 
great way to connect with your employee base because they can start 
…We manufacture widgets, so it’s not a high-purpose thing…I came 
out of pharmaceuticals. It’s easy to create, “We’re saving lives,” or 
whatever. When you’re manufacturing a widget, it’s hard to get people 
to say, “I can’t wait to get to work and manufacture this little 
component that goes into this bigger widget.” This, though, has 
allowed us to say to our associates, “Look, there is more out there.” 
What we do matters, first of all, from a global perspective but also 
what we do matters in terms of the communities in which we live, 
work, and operate. 
  

Clark describes how employing positive interventions like appreciative inquiry and 

“Giving Voice to Values” can also help to achieve the flourishing he is so passionate 

about. He also talks about how these tools are helping to “transform the culture” and 

create positive change: 

When you couple that with things like giving voice to value and 
appreciative inquiry, it starts to get people to say, “Okay, we can be 
positive. We can see that we can make a difference. And so therefore 
we can flourish.” That's why I like tying it to this idea of flourishing, 
because it helps me because if you’d remember, one of our key core 
values is performance, no excuses, which, like I said, is not results, no 
excuses, but we got to be a values-driven, action-oriented is the way I 
say it. And we can’t just come up with all the excuses of why we can’t 
because if we don't meet our objectives, we don’t flourish. So, it helps 
me define why we’re moving to more of a performance-based 
organization so that we can flourish. So, it helps me with that, too. 
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I think it shows that we do care…particularly with appreciative inquiry 
and Giving Voice to Values…I think what we’re saying that is they 
matter, and we are going to take them seriously, and we’re going to 
listen to their ideas, and we’re going to try to do this together. I think 
that creates a positive atmosphere for growth rather than sort of this 
dictatorial just do it our way kind of approach. 
  
So, I think it allows people to feel part of setting the overall 
organizational goals. I think it helps certainly with engagement 
because if you feel valued, you’re going to be more engaged. If you 
feel listened to, you’re going to be more engaged. But at the end of the 
day, we all know that at the end of the day, we can have the best 
product in the world, but if our employees aren’t engaged, it’s only 
going to go so far, and you’re going to have limited growth. 
  

Clark then told a story about one of the younger managers who serves as a union 

liaison for the workers on the floor. Clark recognizes in this young man the impact of 

the “Giving Voice to Values” tool he implemented. This story is also an example of 

the spiral of generativity for the common good as it demonstrates how Clark’s 

intentionality toward changing the culture to one of positivity, and leadership is 

impacting the younger generation and inspiring them to perpetuate the culture of 

positivity. The young man’s relationship with Clark shows he values Clark, the 

benevolent leader, and demonstrates a sense of congruency by wanting to bring the 

concerns from the floor to the president of the organization. This story demonstrates 

the strong desire to be a generative part of the organization: 

He’s…one of our younger employees, and he is a member of the 
union….we’ve had a couple things come up recently where we went to 
two shifts, and we’ve had some very senior folks on our second shift 
who would prefer to be on a first shift, and we can’t make it happen. 
  
He, as the liaison, has come to me a couple times on their behalf to 
express their opinions. What I’ve loved about what he’s done, and this 
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goes right to giving voice to values, is he hasn’t come in and said, 
“Look, Clark, you got to do this or we’re going to have all these 
issues.” He, working with them, always has come up with a very 
thought out suggestion with what I’ll call research, but it’s really just a 
thought-out plan. I can tell that he feels, he knows that we’re not going 
to be able to do what they want, and I can tell that he's somewhat 
hesitant to come talk to me because he knows he's not going to go, but 
he’s got to advocate for the employees. 
  
So, we’ve developed this really good relationship where when I’m in 
the office, he usually emails, “Clark, can I come and talk to you?” So, 
two things there: One, he’s comfortable coming to talk to me about it. 
That's his number one because think about this: This is a factory 
worker coming to talk to the president of the company when he’s in 
town. That takes a little bit of leadership on his part but also a comfort 
level that, “I’m going to get heard.” 
  

Clark then went on to reflect on another role model that was influential for him in a 

significant way. It seems this leader, Frank, may have practiced benevolent 

leadership. Themes of benevolent leadership practices are present in Clark’s story 

about him, and Clark learned from and emulated their leader’s practices by making 

them the mission focus of his current organization. This is the second key factor that 

depicts benevolent leaders and is also representative of the spiral of generativity for 

the common good: 

Frank really taught me those three core values: performance, no 
excuses; everybody deserves special treatment; and business is a social 
institution. And I have never forgotten that. I had the good fortune of 
working in his organization on some really interesting opportunities 
where we put that business is a social institution that you can create 
value for society and for the organization right to work when we were 
launching a product to treat HIV and AIDS back in the ‘90s when that 
was really a tough time for that, for the population being impacted by 
AIDS at the time. 
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…I got invited with the president to go to an AIDS service 
organization…an advocacy group. I remember we walked in, so it was 
me, the president, and about three or four other people, and we walked 
into this organization, the head of the organization, and this was 
primarily when it was still mostly impacting the gay community and 
intravenous drug users, and that, so it was an organization that was 
affiliated with the gay community in Atlanta. So, we walked in, and 
here comes the corporate guys in. 
  
There’s already a mistrust there, so we go in to learn about them and 
work with them, and they said, “Would you guys like a cup of 
coffee?” We didn’t even think about it but we just said no because we 
didn’t want to have them go to any trouble. The reaction that we got 
was, “You're afraid to have a cup of coffee with us.” And I’m just 
standing back watching this. I saw the president of the company just 
intuit that right away. And he just turned to the guy and put his arm on 
his shoulder and said, “You know what? I would love to have a cup of 
coffee.” And the two of them walked away. Then the rest of us, “Yeah, 
sure. Well…” Once the…Yeah, yeah, yep. Get us coffee, whatever, if 
he’s having coffee.” 
  

Clark was asked about his view of our Western values of individualism and 

competitiveness and how that lives in this idea of benevolence. As seen earlier, Clark 

values holding the contradicting ideals together. He refers to this paradox as “value 

creation,” and by holding the contradicting ideas they can transcend the tension and 

move toward a higher good: 

I truly don’t believe it has to be an either/or. I really don’t. My first 
core value, our first core value is performance, no excuses. So, we are 
competitive. I’m a competitive person. I’d like to win. But why can’t 
we as business and as an organization be competitive? Why can’t we 
flourish as an organization because we’re performance-oriented 
because remember I'm moving this culture more to a performance-
based culture, but at the same time involve these other communities, 
involve these other stakeholders, because I think where business falls 
short a lot of times, is they don’t understand the impact that these 
indirect stakeholders can have on your business, both positively and 
negatively. 
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Clark’s story, right to the very end, speaks about a way of leading that is deeply 

integrative and strives for flourishing and, ultimately, generativity for the common 

good. The following account from a direct report talks about the spiritual depth 

component of the model, and he highlights the integrated nature of Clark’s mission 

and leadership style. 

But he definitely has a sense of call in terms of how he sees the correct 
way to run a company. Kind of the founding principles of how he 
thinks a company should be run or should…the standards they should 
be held to…he drives this company based on three principles…the first 
one is, he says it’s, “Performance, no excuses…And it’s performance, 
it’s not results. The idea is, that there are cases where, no matter what 
you do, you can’t get the results that you had promised, for example. 
However, your performance, in terms of what you do, how you 
respond to it, and what you think about it, how you react to it. Is 
paramount. That’s the performance part. And so, it’s performance, no 
excuses.  
 
Second one is, “Everyone deserves special treatment.” And what that 
is about is, that it is…everybody deserves special treatment. It’s not 
necessarily that everybody gets special treatment, because there are 
cases when we can’t. But everybody deserves it. And, so, that means if 
we can give special treatment to an individual that needs it, we 
do…I’ll use Clark’s example…in the shop, we went from three shifts 
to two shifts…There was an individual who worked in third shift and 
his wife worked first shift in the office…Well, they had two children 
and they had always been able to work out the details between their 
shifts so that they didn’t have to put their kids in any form of daycare. 
When we went to two shifts that was no longer the case. Because they 
had to go too, obviously, the wife would still work first shift in the 
office and he worked second shift. 
  
And, so, what Clark said, he said, “OK. You know what? The guy who 
works in the factory, you’re gonna have to continue to work standard 
hours. However, the woman who works in the office space, a lot of 
what she does is on a computer.” And he said, “How about this? How 
about if you come in to work six hours a day and we will set you up at 
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home, with a computer and remote access. And you can work the other 
two hours, you owe me two hours more at home. And then you can 
make the transition with the kids.” And, so, obviously the couple loved 
that. They thought that was wonderful. And it was good for the couple, 
but it was also good for [the company]. [The company] then they have 
two really dedicated employees. It’s definitely a win-win all the way 
around. When you can give special treatment to people. 
  
The third principle is, “Business is a social institution.” And what that 
means is that we are as a business in this community, we are part of 
the society of this community. And as a part of this society of this 
community, we have a responsibility.  
And, so, our responsibility is more than just to make money for the 
owners. We have a responsibility to the community around us. And, so 
we do lots of things in terms of outreach to the community around us 
to make the community a better place. We have an internal 
philanthropy committee, which has a budget of, I don’t know, quarter 
million dollars or something. They give away every year. The 
philanthropy committee also organizes events for us to go to. Like, 
Feed my starving children, Habitat for Humanity, some of the food 
pantries in the area. And we go off and we do those events. Everybody 
is given eight hours of paid time that they can donate anywhere they 
want. So, if they have a particular not-for-profit that they like, they can 
give, they can give a whole day’s worth of work or make it two half 
days or one hour for eight days or whatever. And the company will 
pay them for that time that they donate to that cause. 
  
In addition to that, we have been working with a couple of other 
companies. One’s called “[non-profit name]” are you familiar? And, 
so, we are working with [non-profit] to bring challenged individuals 
that have trouble getting jobs and trying to match them with 
individual, with jobs that are here that sometimes we have trouble 
filling. 
 
We’re involved with…[local] University…In developing curriculum. 
We help develop a curriculum for…their STEM program that is for 
high school students to get college credits in the technical, in the 
engineering field. We also participate when those classes are being 
run, we participate in having those kids show up here…And interface 
with our engineers.  
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We sometimes have trouble finding qualified individuals, both in 
welding and in machining. And, so, Clark’s idea is let’s work with 
some of the local high schools. Let’s start an internship program in our 
welding and in our machining centers. 

 

What is clear in this and the other stories of this leader is the excitement that is 

created for the people that work for the company and the good they are doing in the 

community. In the stories of the direct reports, one can hear the ownership they have 

taken with extending benevolent practices beyond themselves. It is shared in the 

stories about the university and high school programs and the pride they direct reports 

have in being a part of something beyond themselves. Finally, the benevolent culture, 

while he does not call it as such, is clearly beginning to emerge. Clark and the direct 

reports acknowledge that it is not quite there yet, they are committed to continuing to 

move in that direction. The integrative nature of how this leader leads the 

organization is very clear. 

 

This story shows the integrative nature of what it means to be a benevolent leader. It 

is something the leader does because of his spiritual understanding of being here for a 

purpose. That sense of spiritual motivation drives everything that he does in the 

organization and in his life. His commitment to doing good shows itself in his strong 

belief in this idea of people and the community flourishing. It exemplifies what Rabbi 

Michael Lerner (2007) described as he wrote about his concern about Tikkun Olam 

(healing the world), one of the fundaments of Judaism:  
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Recognize that people hunger for a world that has meaning and love; 
for a sense of aliveness, energy, and authenticity; for a life embedded 
in a community in which they are valued for who they most deeply 
are, with all their warts and limitations, and feel genuinely seen and 
recognized for a sense of contributing to the good; and for a life that is 
about something more than just money and accumulating material 
goods. (p. 22) 

 

Leadership for complex, emergent times 
The discourse in the leadership literature over the last ten years has focused its 

attention toward creating a new narrative of leadership that is able to be more nimble 

and flexible and able to deal with the volatile, uncertain, complex, and ambiguous 

(VUCA) world of today (Bushe & Marshak, 2016). Tetenbaum (1998) identified six 

characteristics of the 21st century that will add to the already full plate of leaders in 

organizations: technology, globalization, competition, change, speed, and complexity 

and paradox; furthermore, Tetenbaum (1998) identified “chaos as the new paradigm” 

(p. 24). This new way of being in the world, and thus leading, requires a new set of 

leadership skills that require far more than the skills that addressed the more linear 

problems of the twenieth century (Tetenbaum, 1998). Since then, researchers have 

been responding to this call by trying to understanding chaos theory (Wheatley, 

2005), complexity and chaos (Osborn & Hunt, 2007), non-linear dynamics 

(Guastello, 2007), and leadership in emergent and self-organizing systems (Guastello, 

2007; Plowman, Solansky, Beck, Baker, Kulkarni, & Travis, 2007; Quinn, 2015; 

Wheatley, 2005; Wheatley, 2017; Wheatley & Frieze, 2006). In response, the call for 

and proposal of new leadership models is beginning to fill the large gap (Brown, 
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2011; Busche & Marshak, 2016; Gambrell, Matkin, & Burbach, 2011; Obolensky, 

2017; O’Connell, 2014; Scharmer & Kaufer, 2013; Uhl-Bien & Arena, 2017; Uhl-

Bien, Marion, & McKelvey, 2007; Uhl-Bien & Marion, 2008). The major themes 

connecting all of these theories is dealing with complexity and the need for the leader 

to lead from a higher level of adult/ego development: 

The continuing emphasis on being a heroic, strategic thinker who can 
envision viable futures and the path to those futures does little to 
prepare today’s leaders for the complex, ever-changing challenges 
they face. Instead, leaders need to be able to hold the space of 
complexity and uncertainty in ways that encourage and enable 
generative and transformational change…such leaders will require: the 
capacity to manage their own anxiety about “letting go” as well as the 
anxiety emergent leadership creates for followers who expect leaders 
to provide answers; practicing high levels of self-differentiation; and 
operating from advanced stages of ego development. (Bushe & 
Marshak, 2016, pp. 1-2) 

 

Gambrell et al., (2011) identified transformational, servant, spiritual, or authentic 

leadership as possible models for consideration to deal with this new level of 

complexity because “they represent highly researched and promoted current 

leadership theories” (p. 313). Uhl-Bien and Arena (2017) proposed the complex 

leadership model, which requires operational leadership (alignment of systems and 

processes), entrepreneurial leadership (source of innovation and growth), and 

enabling leadership (supports and sustains the adaptive space between operational and 

entrepreneurial leadership). Bushe and Marshak (2016) suggested a “dialogic 

mindset” that emphasizes the “collective experience in ways that catalyze the 

emergence of new ideas, processes, and solutions by aligning with and amplifying the 
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untapped wisdom in the organization” (p. 4). Benevolent leadership seems to bring all 

these theories and the skill sets required or emphasized in each to the fore. The 

interview data from the leaders and direct reports seems to suggest that those leaders, 

especially the high-scoring leaders, are already operating in a space that integrates a 

skill set and way of thinking that touches on each of these areas while having a focus 

not only on the outcomes of the business, but, more importantly, the impact they are 

having on the greater good. 
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Chapter 6: Limitations, Future Research, and 
Implications  

Research Limitations 
The current research has extended the theory and makes a contribution to the research 

of benevolent leadership in five significant ways. First, this study evaluated leaders in 

the U.S. corporate sector. Until now, the research conducted falls outside of the 

United States. By researching the topic in the U.S. corporate sector, issues of 

generalizability are tested. What was learned is that benevolent leadership practices 

do, in fact, exist in the U.S., and they have a positive impact on those who experience 

them. The second contribution of this research explores the relationship between 

benevolent leadership and the values of individualism and competitiveness, two 

highly held values in the United States. What was learned through this research is that 

leaders who demonstrate high levels of benevolent leadership also score high on 

scales of individualism and competitiveness. The qualitative interviews revealed that 

leaders high in benevolent leadership value hold these two contradicting tendencies 

and see the value in each of them. Third, this research extended the reach of input to 

include feedback from direct reports. This addition moved the identification of 

benevolent from the leader self-report to the experience of the direct reports. This is a 

more reliable evaluation of the practice and effectiveness of benevolent leadership. 

Fourth, this study incorporated a qualitative phase to hear firsthand from the leaders 

and the direct reports into the practices and impact of benevolent leadership. The 

stories from both the leaders and direct report provided deep, rich illustrations beyond 
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the survey questions into the actual practices leaders engage in and the impact that 

they have on others. Finally, emerging from the stories and illustrations in the 

qualitative interviews are upward spirals of positive change that eventually lead to 

spirals of generativity for the common good. These spirals demonstrate the impact 

that engaging in such behaviors can have on employees, the organization, and the 

community. 

 

There are, however, limitations to this study that point to further research and study. 

The sample of leaders in this study was small. This impacted the quantitative aspect 

of this study. A larger sample size might afford opportunities for a more rigorous 

methodological analysis than what the current study presented. A larger sample size 

might create a larger breadth of scores among the leaders and provide some indication 

as to the prevalence of benevolent leadership within the corporate sector. 

 

The second limitation pertains to the randomization of leader selection. The target 

sample group was focused on senior leaders, and they were recommended by people 

who knew them. While this was greatly appreciated, it may have impacted the type of 

leader selected and the breadth of scores on the BLS. The fact that the leaders are in 

senior positions indicates they have a certain skill set that has been developed that 

leads to their success. This focus on senior leadership leaves out younger leaders who 

might have the skill or who may show signs of potential for skill development. 

Further, because leaders were identified by people who thought the leader might be a 
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good candidate, other leaders may have been left out because they did not fit the 

assumed profile. The low standard deviation points to this issue and puts into question 

the amount of variance. A more random selection of leaders would help to mitigate 

some of these social desirability biases that might have influenced this study. Further, 

a more random sampling may also create a broader range of scores on the BLS scale.  

 

A third limitation centers on the selection of the direct reports. In this study, the 

leader named people whom he or she felt would be good prospects to respond. 

Because the leader had a say in the selection, he or she may have also intentionally 

left out certain people because of a known personal or work challenge that would 

impact their evaluation of the leader. This is again where social desirability and other 

types of common method bias play a role in the study. It is suggested that some 

additional guidelines or measures be incorporated into the selection, the instrument 

construct, and the analysis of the scores to obtain more unbiased responses. It is 

further recommended that future research expand the field of other-raters to include 

superiors and peers. Research demonstrates that different associations with the leader 

(superior, subordinate, and peer) impact the evaluation of the leader (Lee & 

Carpenter, 2018). Expanding the breadth of other-raters to include a wider audience, 

like inviting all the direct reports of the leader rather than just those named by the 

leader, can further illuminate the experience of benevolent leadership practices and 

their impact on others and the organization. 
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Future Research 
Five areas of future research surface from this study. This first area of focus pertains 

to the upward and downward spirals created by benevolent leadership practices. The 

spirals represented in this research continue to confirm the work of previous 

researchers in the field of positive psychology. Deeper exploration into the downward 

spirals that get created is of equal interest and importance. This is especially true for a 

work environment that struggles with talent engagement and retention. Further 

research into these spirals can provide rich information that impacts leadership 

development and practice. 

 

The second area focuses on gaining a deeper understanding of how benevolent 

leadership practices develop. This study touched the surface of that question by 

asking leaders to share stories about their early experiences and encounters with 

leadership. What was discovered in the process is that this area of research needs 

more in-depth exploration. The responses shared by the leaders in this study merely 

scratched the surface of their development, and more time is needed for the deeper 

dive. Interviewing a small group of leaders and comparing their stories to look for 

convergent or divergent trends can help to highlight formational experiences that lend 

themselves more toward the development of benevolent leadership tendencies. 

 

A third area of research focuses on a case study approach to better understanding how 

benevolent leadership impacts a whole organization. While Karakas and Sarigollu 
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(2013) explored that with an organization in Turkey, conducting a similar kind of 

case study for U.S. companies can continue to shed light on the generalizability of 

benevolent leadership in Western companies. This approach can offer the opportunity 

for companies to better understand the more direct impact of benevolent leadership 

practices on their people, products, and profit. 

 

The fourth area for future research lies in objective organizational performance. In 

this study, the scale used was one of POP, which carries with it biases on the part of 

the rater, leader, or direct report. Using more objective measures of actual 

performance, such as financial performance or employee turnover rate provided by 

the organization, can help to better demonstrate the impact of benevolent leadership 

practices on actual performance. Additionally, using objective scales measuring 

employee engagement and employee satisfaction in relation to benevolent leadership 

can help to further demonstrate the impact of benevolent leadership on outcomes. 

 

Finally, further research of benevolent leadership in non-profits and religious 

institutions would be beneficial. The assumption is made that because these 

organizations are mission focused, benevolent leadership tendencies would be 

expected (Karakas & Sarigollu, 2013). However, this assumption may turn out to be 

untrue. Looking at religious leaders, where faith (spiritual depth) and mission work 

(community responsiveness) are a part of the very focus of the ministry, to see the 

degree to which they practice benevolent leadership could be very helpful. This is 
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especially significant as the church struggles with its identity in the world and 

experiences competition with other organizations that are incorporating spiritual 

practices into their institutional fabric. Clerical leaders are challenged with the 

necessary leadership practices that are relevant for today’s world as seminary training 

lacks a focus on practical leadership. Benevolent leadership might be a method that 

fits with the theology and practice of clergy. 

Implications for Practice 
The implications of further research and development of benevolent leadership 

practices focus on mechanisms to help leaders develop, refine, and maintain 

benevolent leadership practices. The themes coming out of this research point to 

some practices that can be easily taught and applied in the work setting. Finding ways 

to incorporate learnings from each of the anchor areas of benevolent leadership is key 

to creating more virtuous organizations. Teaching and implementing such programs 

as Giving Voice to Values (Arce & Gentile, 2015) can be a way to extend the ethical 

sensitivity anchor into the workplace by teaching leaders and employees practical 

ways to speak into their values and engage in ethical practices. Implementing 

processes such as appreciative inquiry can help organizations get in touch with and 

lead from its positive core, thus increasing the positive engagement in the 

organization. Encouraging leaders to engage in mentoring and coaching programs 

that emphasize deep personal development can help to deepen one’s sense of meaning 

and purpose, leading to greater spiritual depth. Finally, continuing to explore ways to 

integrate activities of giving back and volunteerism into the ethos of the social 
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responsibility of the organization brings to light the community responsiveness of the 

organization and increases its impact on the greater good.  

 

The research also has implications for leadership training programs both inside and 

outside of the academic setting. Intentional emphasis on the anchors of benevolent 

leadership provides the educational framework from which to develop the curriculum, 

as is illustrated by Karakas et al., (2013). The practices identified by leaders and 

direct reports from this study provide more practical examples of competencies that 

might be incorporated into such a development program. The inclusion of coaching 

and mentoring of participants in such programs can assist in the application of 

benevolent leadership practices in the workplace. 

Conclusion 
The stories and narratives of the leaders and direct reports in this study bring to the 

forefront the types of behaviors that create positive change and impact in the 

organizations where they are practiced. These behaviors, especially when practiced in 

an integrated manner, create upward spirals that lead to people flourishing and 

bringing their BEST—Benevolence, Engagement, Spirituality, and Truth—into the 

workplace. When people bring their BEST into the workplace, they create an 

organization that brings its BEST into the community. Benevolent leadership inspires 

people, organizations, and communities to bring their BEST to society, thus creating 

spirals of generativity for the common good.
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Appendix A: E-Mail to Leader 
My name is Nancy Sayer and I am a Ph.D. student at Benedictine University in 
Lisle, IL. I am looking to study Benevolent Leadership in the for-profit sector, 
and the purpose of my research is to determine to what degree the tenants of this 
particular model of leadership get practiced in professional service 
organizations. I am also interested in gaining a deeper understanding of how 
these tendencies get developed overtime. 

 

I hope to recruit at least 40 leaders across different professional service 
organizations. I will ask each leader to fill out the online “Benevolent Leadership 
Scale” which will take about 15 minutes (approximately 85 questions; 65 for 
other rater assessment)). I am also asking each leader to identify 3-6 direct 
reports who would also fill out the other –rater online survey evaluating the 
leader’s performance. All participants and the organization will remain 
confidential. 

 

Following the assessment process, I would like to interview 20 leaders and three 
of their designated other raters, each for 45-60 minutes, in order to gain a deeper 
understanding of their leadership development overtime and how specific areas 
of leadership were impacted.  For the assessment process, the total amount of 
time needed from the leader is approximately 15 minutes for each leader and 
direct report (one hour and fifteen minutes for individuals who are interviewed). 
I would kindly offer a feedback session to any leader who requests that. I will 
also provide a report of the findings to all those who participated. 

 

This research is very important for the health, vitality, and success of our 
businesses and our society. There is no time greater than the present for leaders 
to be modeling leadership that is ethical, promotes a deeper understanding of 
self and others, initiates and creates positive engagement and impact in the 
workplace, and strives to serve the common good. 

 I recognize that all of you are extremely busy, so I appreciate the consideration 
of this ask. 
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Please click on this link to access the 
survey: https://www.surveymonkey.com/r/benleaderself 
 
THE LINK IS OPEN FROM OCTOBER 16-OCTOBER 27, 2017. 
 
If you any questions about this process, I can be reached at 630-373-
6742 or nesayer@me.com. 
 
Thank You. 
 
Nancy Sayer 
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Appendix B: Survey Instructions to Leaders 
Purpose of the Study: The purpose of this study to gain a deeper understanding of the development 
and practice of benevolent Leadership. 

Procedures:  You have been invited to take this self survey that inquires about your use of benevolent 
leadership practices. Please answer honestly, as you know yourself to engage in the actual practices 
rather than how you "think" you should. We are also asking that you invite 6 direct reports to complete 
a survey that reflects their experience of you as a benevolent leader.  All respondents will remain 
anonymous and only an aggregate score will be reported. Upon your agreement to participate in this 
study, please complete the brief survey which will take less than 15 minutes to complete. At the end you 
will be asked for 6 names of direct reports that will be invited to complete a survey similar to this one 
regarding your practices of benevolent leadership. 

Risks and Benefits Associated with the Study:  This study does not have any known risks. The 
benefits in this study include deepening your understanding of yourself as a leader as it relates to 
benevolent practices in the workplace, understanding how your direct reports experience your 
benevolent leadership practices, and gain awareness of how these practices can impact your 
organizational effectiveness. 

Confidentiality:  These surveys are anonymous. The records of this study will be kept in a locked 
office at the university, preventing any breach of confidentiality. No one but Nancy Sayer, Dr. James 
Ludema, and the research assistant will have access to this data. Should the study ever become 
published material, your name will in no way be linked to the study, nor will it mention your personal 
involvement. 

Voluntary Nature of the Study:  Your decision whether or not to participate will not affect your 
current or future relations with this BU student researcher or with Benedictine University faculty. You 
are free to withdraw at any time without affecting your relationship with the researchers or Benedictine 
University. 

 
Contacts: The researcher conducting this study is Nancy Sayer with Dr. James Ludema. If you have 
any questions or concerns regarding this study, please ask the student researcher at this time. If 
questions or concerns arise at a later time, you may direct them to Nancy Sayer @ 630-373-6742 or 
nesayer@me.com or to Dr. James Ludema @ 630-829-6229 or cvdl.ben.edu.  Questions and concerns 
may also be addressed to Alandra Devall, Ph.D., Chair, Institutional Review Board, Benedictine 
University, 5700 College Road, Lisle, Il 60532, 630-829-6295 or adevall@ben.edu.    

 
Statement of Consent: 
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By signing below, you have agreed to the above information in its entirety. Signing also indicates that 
you are 18 years of age or more and that you have agreed to participate. 

 
Please provide your name and e-mail address as an indication of consent. This information will also be 
used to pair up other rater data and contact information for possible interview 
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Appendix C: Benevolent Leadership Scale- Self 
Rater Version 

 

 
BENEVOLENT LEADERSHIP SCALE:  Benevolence Quotient 

 
PART A: Please write the number in the box that most accurately describes your 
level of agreement/ disagreement with each of the following statements.   
 

1 - Strongly Disagree 
2 - Disagree 
3 - Neutral   
4 - Agree 
5 - Strongly Agree 
 
(a: Ethical sensitivity) 
� When I make a managerial decision at work, I reflect on the ethical consequences of 

my decision.   
� I take a moral stand when I believe in something. 
� I take ethical rules seriously when I supervise people in this organization.   
� I believe my behaviors are congruent with my ethical values and beliefs.  
� I keep my promises and commitments and expect my subordinates to keep theirs. 
� I stand up for what is right even if it will cost me. 
� I take responsibility for my mistakes and make up for them.  
� I try to become a role model of integrity and honesty at work. 
� I challenge my colleagues when they depart from ethical values at work. 
� I believe that my work is guided by high ethical standards. 
 

(b: Spiritual depth) 
� I spend time on self-reflection, meditation, or prayer at work. 
� I try to find a deeper sense of meaning in my work and in my leadership. 
� I try to incorporate my spirituality into the work I do.   
� I believe that we are all interconnected and part of a meaningful whole. 
� I feel vitally alive and passionate when I bring my soul into work. 
� My spirituality makes me a more helpful and compassionate leader.   
� My spirituality makes me a gentler person towards my colleagues.   
� I try to nurture or support the spiritual growth of my colleagues around me.  
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� When I am faced with an important decision at work, my spirituality plays an 
important role in my action.     

� I am always searching for something that makes my life feel significant and 
satisfying. 

 
(c: Positive engagement) 
� I strive to communicate a clear and positive vision of the future. 
� I encourage my team members to have bold dreams in this organization. 
� Even when others get discouraged, I know I can find a way to solve the problem. 
� I am passionate about bringing in positive change around me.   
� I try to provide hope and courage for people around me to take positive action.   
� I work with my colleagues to create a shared common vision for positive change.   
� If I want to change something positively at work, I take an action and initiate the 

change process. 
� I am open-minded about new ideas to create change and innovation in the 

organization.   
� I am hopeful about what we can accomplish in this organization.  
� I have a fundamental belief in our abilities to produce positive results in this 

organization.   
 
(d: Community responsiveness)   
� In my work, I strive to help other people in my organization and in my community.   
� Care for my community drives my leadership at work. 
� The work I do makes a difference in people’s lives around me. 
� I care about the legacy I will leave for future generations. 
� I feel and act like a responsible leader in my community.   
� I go beyond my job definition to contribute to my community and to the world.  
� I am willing to devote time and energy to things that are important to my 

community.   
� I am actively involved in social responsibility projects for community benefit. 
� I evaluate the consequences of my managerial decisions for all our stakeholders.  
� I give my time and money to charitable causes in my community.   

 
 

 (Perceived organizational performance scale based on multiple dimensions) 
PART B:  How would you compare the team’s performance over the past three years 
to that of other teams in the organization?  
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1 much worse        2 worse   3 equal       4 better  5 much 
better 

 

Please put a number in the boxes from 1 to 5 based on the guidelines above.   
 

How does our team compare to other teams in the organization with regard to the 
perception of… 
 
 

1. Financial performance of the team 
2. Employee engagement of the team 
3. Customer satisfaction of the team 
4. Attracting and retaining top talent 
5. Productivity (billable hours) 
6. Relationship between team and organization 
7. Quality of relationship among team members 
8. Of ethical practice (honesty, integrity) 
9. Sense of meaning and purpose among team members 
10. Positive organizational culture in h team 
11. Team’ commitment to the greater good of the organization 
12. Team’s level of innovation. 

 

 
PART C: Please respond to the following statements and circle the number that most 
accurately describes your level of agreement/ disagreement with each.  Please use the 
following scale. 

 

1 –  Strongly Disagree 
2 –  Disagree 
3 –  Neutral   
4 –  Agree 
5 –  Strongly Agree 
 

  1    2   3     4   5 
Strongly disagree                   Strongly 

agree 
 
Competitiveness 

1. I get a lot of enjoyment out of competition.  
2. I enjoy competing against others.   
3. I love to compete.  
4. Other people notice how much I have to dominate others in a competition.  
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5. I like to be better than others at almost everything. 
6. I try to be the best person in the room at almost anything.  
7. I don’t really care if I get beat in a competition.  
8. I don’t care if other people are better at things than I am.  
9. Losing in a competition wouldn’t bother me.  
10. I can improve my competence by competing. 
11. Competition allows me to measure my own success.  
12. Competition allows me to judge my level of competence.  

 
PART D: 

Individualism and Collectivism  
Please respond to the following statements and circle the number that most accurately 
describes your level of agreement/ disagreement with each.  Please use the following 
scale. 
1 –  Strongly Disagree 
2 –  Disagree 
3 –  Neutral   
4 –  Agree 
5 –  Strongly Agree 
 

  1    2  3     4   5 
Strongly disagree                   Strongly 

agree 
 
 

1. My work is more productive when its members do what they want to do rather 
than what the group wants them to do  

 
2. My work group is most efficient when its members do what they think is best 

rather than what the group wants them to do  
 

3. My work group is more productive when its members follow their own 
interests and concerns  

 
4. I prefer to work with in my work group rather than work alone  

 
5. Given the choice, I would rather do a job where I can work alone rather than 

do a job where I have to work with others in my work group  
 

6. I like it when members of my work group do things on their own, rather than 
working with others all the time  
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7. People in my work group should realize that they sometimes are going to have 

to make sacrifices for the sake of the group as a whole  
 

8. People in my work group should recognize they are not always going to get 
what they want   

 
9. People should be made aware that if they are going to part of a work group, 

they are sometimes going to have to do things they don’t want to do  
 

10. People in my work group should do their best to cooperate with each other 
instead of trying to work things out on their own  

 
 
PART E:  Could you please provide answers to the following questions?  Please note 
that all of your answers will be kept strictly confidential to ensure your privacy. 
 

1. Gender:  Female ___    Male ___ 
2. What is your age?  ___ years 
3. What is your level of education? (please check one): 

a. □  High school   □  Bachelor’s degree  □  Ph.D. 
b. □  Two-year or technical college □  Master’s degree 

4. Are you married?  ___ Yes    ___ No 
5. Do you have kids?  ___ Yes    ___ No    How many?  _____ 
6. How long have you been working for your current employer?  ____ years  
7. How long have you been in your current profession?  ____ years 
8. Current position and job:   
9. How many staff do you have reporting to you?    
10. Lastly, please provide a story of a time when you either experienced or 

witnessed benevolence at work. Can you think of an ideal person or a situation 
that you have witnessed in this workplace that best illustrates and exemplifies 
benevolence at work? The more examples and details you can provide, the 
more it will help us. Thank you! 

_____________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________
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_____________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________

_____________________ 

 

Please provide 6 e-mail addresses of direct reports to fill out the survey.  
Address 1 

 Address 2 
 Address 3 
 Address 4 
 Address 5 
 Address 6 
 

  Are you willing to particpate in a one hour interview with the researcher? 
  Yes    No 
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Appendix D: E-mail to Other Raters 
My name is Nancy Sayer and I am a Ph.D. student at Benedictine University in Lisle, IL. I 
am looking to study Benevolent Leadership in the for-profit sector, and the purpose of my 
research is to determine to what degree the tenants of this particular model of leadership 
get practiced in professional service organizations. I am also interested in gaining a deeper 
understanding of how these tendencies get developed overtime. 

I hope to recruit at least 40 leaders across different professional service organizations. I 
invited each leader to fill out the online “Benevolent Leadership Scale”. I asked each leader 
to identify 3-6 direct reports who would also fill out the other –rater online survey 
evaluating the leader’s performance. Your leader named you as a possible other rater for 
them. All participants and the organization will remain confidential. Other rater scores will 
be aggregated and will not be displayed individually. This request is completely voluntary 
and will NOT impact your work at your organization. 

Following the assessment process, I would like to interview 20 leaders and their designated 
other raters, each for 45-60 minutes, in order to gain a deeper understanding of their 
leadership development overtime and how specific areas of leadership were impacted.  For 
the assessment process, the total amount of time needed from the direct report is 
approximately 15 minutes  (one hour and fifteen minutes for individuals who are 
interviewed). I will provide a report of the findings to all those who participated. 

This research is very important for the health, vitality, and success of our businesses and 
our society. There is no time greater than the present for leaders to be modeling leadership 
that is ethical, promotes a deeper understanding of self and others, initiates and creates 
positive engagement and impact in the workplace, and strives to serve the common good. 

 I recognize that all of you are extremely busy, so I appreciate the consideration of this ask. 
 
Please click on this link to access the 
survey: https://www.surveymonkey.com/r/benleaderother 
 
Leader: [Leader Name] 
THE LINK IS OPEN FROM OCTOBER 16-OCTOBER 27, 2017. 
 
If you any questions about this process, I can be reached at 630-373-
6742 or nesayer@me.com. 
 
Thank You. 
 
Nancy Sayer
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Appendix E: Survey Instructions to Other Raters 
Purpose of the Study: The purpose of this study to gain a deeper understanding of the 
development and practice of benevolent Leadership. 

Procedures:  You have been invited to take this survey to evaluate your leader on the practice 
of benevolent leadership. Your responses will be aggregated with the other respondents for this 
leader so your anonymity will be protected. Upon your agreement to participate in this study,  
the brief survey will take less than 10 minutes complete. 

Confidentiality:  These surveys are anonymous. The records of this study will be kept in a 
locked office at the university, preventing any breach of confidentiality. No one but Nancy 
Sayer, Dr. James Ludema, and the research assistant will have access to this data. Other rater 
responses will be presented as aggregate scores and will not be revealed individually. Should 
the study ever become published material, your name will in no way be linked to the study, nor 
will it mention your personal involvement. 

 Voluntary Nature of the Study:  Your decision whether or not to participate will not affect 
your current or future relations with this BU student researcher or with Benedictine University 
faculty. Your responses will not be shared with your leader. You are free to withdraw at any 
time without affecting your relationship with the researchers or Benedictine University. 

 Contacts: The researcher conducting this study is Nancy Sayer with Dr. James Ludema. If you 
have any questions or concerns regarding this study, please ask the student researcher at this 
time. If questions or concerns arise at a later time, you may direct them to Nancy Sayer @ 630-
373-6742 or nesayer@me.com or to Dr. James Ludema @ 630-829-6229 or cvdl.ben.edu.  
Questions and concerns may also be addressed to Alandra Devall, Ph.D., Chair, Institutional 
Review Board, Benedictine University, 5700 College Road, Lisle, Il 60532, 630-829-6295 or 
adevall@ben.edu.    

 
 Statement of Consent: 
By signing below, you have agreed to the above information in its entirety. Signing also 
indicates that you are 18 years of age or more and that you have agreed to participate. 
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Please provide your name and e-mail address as an indication of consent. This information will 
also be used to pair up other rater data and contact information for possible interview 
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Appendix F: Benevolent Leadership Scale- Other 
Rater Version 

 

 
REVISED BENEVOLENT LEADERSHIP SCALE:  Benevolence Quotient 

 
PART A: Please write the number in the box that most accurately describes your level of 
agreement/ disagreement with each of the following statements regarding your leader.   
 

1 - Strongly Disagree 
2 - Disagree 
3 - Neutral   
4 - Agree 
5 - Strongly Agree 
 
(a:  Ethical sensitivity) 

1. When this leader makes a managerial decision at work, they reflect on the ethical 
consequences of their decision.   

2. This leader takes a moral stand when they believe in something. 
3. This leader takes ethical rules seriously when they supervise people in this organization.   
4. This leader believes their behaviors are congruent with their ethical values and beliefs.  
5. This leader keeps their promises and commitments and expect their subordinates to keep 

theirs. 
6. This leader stands up for what is right even if it will cost them. 
7. This leader takes responsibility for their mistakes and makes up for them.  
8. This leader tries to become a role model of integrity and honesty at work. 
9. This leader challenges their colleagues when they depart from ethical values at work. 
10. This leader believes that their work is guided by high ethical standards. 

 
(b:  Spiritual depth) 

1. This leader spends time on self-reflection, meditation, or prayer at work. 
2. This leader tries to find a deeper sense of meaning in their work and in their leadership. 
3. This leader tries to incorporate mtheir spirituality into the work they do.   
4. This leader believes that we are all interconnected and part of a meaningful whole. 
5. This leader feels vitally alive and passionate when they bring their soul into work. 
6. This leader’s spirituality makes them a more helpful and compassionate leader.   
7. This leader’s spirituality makes them a gentler person towards their colleagues.   
8. This leader tries to nurture or support the spiritual growth of their colleagues around 

them.  
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9. When this leader is faced with an important decision at work, their spirituality plays an 
important role in their actions.     

10. This leader is always searching for something that makes their life feel significant and 
satisfying. 

 
(c:  Positive engagement) 

1. This leader strives to communicate a clear and positive vision of the future. 
2. This leader encourages their team members to have bold dreams in this organization. 
3. Even when others get discouraged, this knows they can find a way to solve the problem. 
4. This leader is passionate about bringing in positive change around them.   
5. This leader tries to provide hope and courage for people around them to take positive 

action.   
6. This leader works with their colleagues to create a shared common vision for positive 

change.   
7. If this leader wants to change something positively at work, they take an action and initiate 

the change process. 
8. This leader is open-minded about new ideas to create change and innovation in the 

organization.   
9. This leader is hopeful about what we can accomplish in this organization.  
10. This leader has a fundamental belief in our abilities to produce positive results in this 

organization.   
 
(d: Community responsiveness)   

1. In work, this leader strives to help other people in the organization and in their community.   
2. Care for the community drives this leader’s leadership at work. 
3. The work this leader does makes a difference in people’s lives around them. 
4. This leader cares about the legacy they will leave for future generations. 
5. This leader feels and acts like a responsible leader in their community.   
6. This leader goes beyond their job definition to contribute to their community and to the 

world.  
7. This leader is willing to devote time and energy to things that are important to the 

community.   
8. This leader is actively involved in social responsibility projects for community benefit. 
9. This leader evaluates the consequences of their managerial decisions for all our 

stakeholders.  
10. This leader gives time and money to charitable causes in their community.   

 
 

 (Perceived organizational performance scale based on multiple dimensions) 
PART B:  How would you compare the team’s performance over the past three years to that of 
other teams in the organization?  
 

1 much worse        2 worse   3 equal       4 better  5 much better 
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Please put a number in the boxes from 1 to 5 based on the guidelines above.   
 

How does our team compare to other teams in the organization with regard to the perception 
of… 
 
 

1. Financial performance of the team 
2. Employee engagement of the team 
3. Customer satisfaction of the team 
4. Attracting and retaining top talent 
5. Productivity (billable hours) 
6. Relationship between team and organization 
7. Quality of relationship among team members 
8. Of ethical practice (honesty, integrity) 
9. Sense of meaning and purpose among team members 
10. Positive organizational culture in h team 
11. Team’ commitment to the greater good of the organization 
12. Team’s level of innovation. 

 

 
 

PART D:  Could you please provide answers to the following questions?  Please note that all of 
your answers will be kept strictly confidential to ensure your privacy. 
 

1. Gender:  Female ___    Male ___ 
2. What is your age?  ___ years 
3. What is your level of education? (please check one): 

a. □  High school   □  Bachelor’s degree  □  Ph.D. 
b. □  Two-year or technical college □  Master’s degree 

4. How long have you been working for your current employer?  ____ years  
5. How long have you been in your current profession?  ____ years 
6. Current position and job:   
7. Lastly, please provide a story of a time when you either experienced or witnessed 

benevolence at work. Can you think of an ideal person or a situation that you have 
witnessed in this workplace that best illustrates and exemplifies benevolence at work? 
The more examples and details you can provide, the more it will help us. Thank you! 

______________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________
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______________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________ 

 

  Are you willing to particpate in a one-hour interview with the researcher? 
Yes      No 
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Appendix G: Means Scores for BLS Questions by 
Group  

 

Low 
BLS 

(n=47) 

Med 
BLS 

(n=44) 

High 
BLS 

(n=38) 

 
When this leader makes a managerial decision at work, they reflect on the 
ethical consequences of their decision. 4.3 4.7 4.84 
This leader takes a moral stand when they believe in something. 4.11 4.59 4.87 
This leader takes ethical rules seriously when they supervise people in this 
organization. 4.19 4.7 4.87 
This leader believes their behaviors are congruent with their ethical values 
and beliefs. 4.11 4.61 4.79 
This leader keeps their promises and commitments and expect their 
subordinates to keep theirs. 4.32 4.61 4.63 
This leader stands up for what is right even if it will cost them. 3.89 4.25 4.71 
This leader takes responsibility for their mistakes and makes up for them. 4.06 4.27 4.63 
This leader tries to become a role model of integrity and honesty at work. 4.09 4.64 4.82 
This leader challenges their colleagues when they depart from ethical 
values at work. 3.6 4.2 4.39 
This leader believes that their work is guided by high ethical standards. 4.15 4.66 4.87 
This leader spends time on self-reflection, meditation, or prayer at work. 2.79 3.7 4.03 
This leader tries to find a deeper sense of meaning in their work and in 
their leadership. 3.77 4.36 4.68 
This leader tries to incorporate their spirituality into the work they do. 2.66 3.36 3.74 
This leader believes that we are all interconnected and part of a meaningful 
whole. 3.57 4 4.5 
This leader appears vitally alive and passionate when they bring their soul 
into work. 3.57 4.3 4.71 
This leader’s spirituality makes them a more helpful and compassionate 
leader. 3.15 3.68 4.18 
This leader’s spirituality makes them a gentler person towards their 
colleagues 3.13 3.52 4.18 



333 

 

This leader tries to nurture or support the spiritual growth of their 
colleagues around them. 3.04 3.66 4.16 
When this leader is faced with an important decision at work, it appears 
their spirituality plays an important role in their actions. 2.94 3.45 3.97 
This leader is always searching for something that makes their life feel 
significant and satisfying. 3.66 3.98 4.42 
This leader strives to communicate a clear and positive vision of the future. 4.26 4.57 4.61 
This leader encourages their team members to have bold dreams in this 
organization. 3.91 4.32 4.53 
Even when others get discouraged, this leader knows they can find a way 
to solve the problem. 4.3 4.32 4.76 
This leader is passionate about bringing in positive change around them. 4.17 4.55 4.89 
This leader tries to provide hope and courage for people around them to 
take positive action. 3.94 4.41 4.68 
This leader works with their colleagues to create a shared, common vision 
for positive change. 3.96 4.43 4.68 
If this leader wants to change something positively at work, they take an 
action and initiate the change process. 4.13 4.61 4.74 
This leader is open-minded about new ideas to create change and 
innovation in the organization. 4.21 4.57 4.76 
This leader has a fundamental belief in our abilities to produce positive 
results in this organization. 4.38 4.68 4.89 
In work, this leader strives to help other people in the organization and in 
their community. 4.36 4.61 4.92 
Care for the community drives this leader’s leadership at work. 3.47 3.77 4.53 
The work this leader does makes a difference in people’s lives around 
them. 4.06 4.59 4.87 
This leader cares about the legacy they will leave for future generations. 3.94 4.36 4.71 
This leader feels and acts like a responsible leader in their community. 3.96 4.05 4.76 
This leader is hopeful about what we can accomplish in this organization. 4.21 4.66 4.87 
This leader goes beyond their job definition to contribute to their 
community and to the world. 3.45 3.93 4.74 
This leader is willing to devote time and energy to things that are important 
to the community. 3.7 3.95 4.58 

This leader is actively involved in social responsibility projects for 3.32 3.77 4.37 
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community benefit. 
This leader evaluates the consequences of their managerial decisions for all 
our stakeholders. 4.17 4.48 4.66 
This leader gives time and money to charitable causes in their community. 3.36 3.89 4.39 
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Appendix H: Sample E-Mail for Invitation to Interview: 
Leader 

 
Thank you so much for filling out the Benevolent Leadership Survey and helping me with my 
research. In that survey you indicated you would be willing to engage with me in an interview to 
better understand some of your own experiences. This interview will last approximately 45 
minutes. I have attached a copy of the interview questions for your review and reflection along 
with a consent form for the interview. I have availability on Thursday or Friday of this week or 
we can look at the week of November 13. I am very open that week. Please let me know what 
might work for you. 
 
Please electronically sign the consent and return to me. 
 
Thank you again for your help. 
 
Nancy 
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Appendix I: Sample E-Mail for Invitation to Interview: 
Direct Report  

 
Thank you so much for filling out the Benevolent Leadership Survey for your leader and helping 
me with my research. In that survey you indicated you would be willing to engage with me in an 
interview to better understand some of your own experiences. This interview will last 
approximately 45 minutes. I have attached a copy of the interview questions for your review and 
reflection along with a consent form for the interview. I have availability November 13-16, 
November 21, November 22, November 27, and November 28. Please let me know what might 
work for you. 
 
Please electronically sign the consent and return to me. 
 
Thank you again for your help. 
 
Nancy 
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Appendix J: Consent Form for Interview 
 

From:  Nancy Sayer 

Subject:  Informed Consent to Participate in Study 

 

Thank you for your willingness to participate in the interview. Your participation is voluntary. 

You do not have to answer any questions you do not want to answer. If at any time you do not 

want to continue with the interview, you may decline. Your time and involvement is profoundly 

appreciated. The entire interview will take no more than 1 hour. To maintain the essence of your 

words for the research, I will record the information. At any time, you may request to see or hear 

the information I collect. I will call you within 1 week to set up a convenient time for the 

interview.  

 

The interview will be recorded and the interviewer will take notes. This is done for data analysis. 

The recording will be transcribed by the interviewer and kept confidential in a password-

protected computer. All individual identification will be removed from the hard copy of the 

transcript. Participant identity and confidentiality will be concealed using coding procedures. For 

legal purposes, data will be transcribed on to a compact disc and transmitted to a Benedictine 

University faculty member for secure and ultimate disposal after a period of seven years. Dr. 

James Ludema is the Benedictine University faculty member who will secure and ultimately 

dispose of the information. His information is at the end of this form.  

 

Excerpts from the interview may be included in the final dissertation report or other later 

publications. However, under no circumstances will your name or identifying characteristics 

appear in these writings. If, at a subsequent date, biographical data were relevant to a 

publication, a separate release form would be sent to you.  
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I would be grateful if you would sign this form on the line provided below to show that you have 

read and agree with the contents. Please return it by email to me at nesayer@me.com. An 

electronic signature is acceptable.  

 

(If you have problems with the electronic signature please call me at 630-373-6742). 

 

This study is being conducted in part to fulfill requirements for my PhD. program Values-Driven 

Leadership at Benedictine University in Lisle, Illinois. 

 

The study has been approved by the Institutional Review Board of Benedictine University.  The 

Chair of Benedictine University’s Institutional Review Board is Dr. Alandra Devall. She can be 

reached at (630) 829 – 6295 and her email address is adevall@ben.edu. The chairperson/advisor 

of this study is Dr. James Ludema. He can be reached at 630-829-6229 for further questions or 

concerns about the project/research.  

Sincerely, 

 

Nancy Sayer 

Benedictine University  

 

Participant Signature:Click here to enter text.  
 

Date:Click here to enter text. 
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Appendix K: Benevolent Leadership Interview 
Protocol 

 
1. Leadership Development 

Leadership is not something we decide one day to engage in; it develops overtime, based 
on the childhood, adolescent, and work life experiences that shape us, role models who 
influence us, and defining moments that transform us. The journey’s path is filled with 
peaks and valleys, successes and failures, and uphill climbs and downhill runs. It takes 
skill, knowledge, passion, vision, and influence; all of which mold us into the leaders we 
are today.  

 
Reflecting on your own journey as a leader, share some of the stories based on these formational 
factors that have contributed to the leader you are today. 
 
a. Think of a time when you first saw yourself as a leader. Tell that story. 
 
 
b. The leadership journey is filled with many defining moments that impact our evolving as 

leaders. Share 3 or 4 stories that illustrate some of those defining moments for you as a 
leader. These stories might be from childhood, college, family, work, church, and/or 
philanthropic experiences. What was it about those experiences that made them so impactful? 
What learnings from these experiences have you incorporated into your leadership today? 

 
Story 1 

 
Story 2 

 
Story 3 
 
Story 4 

 
c. What are some of the other early experiences that began to shape you as a leader? Describe 

the circumstances involved and the nature of this situation. 
 
What was the significance of this circumstance for you? 
Who were some of the significant people in your life that had a role in your 
development as a leader? 
What was the outcome of this situation? 
What indicators pointed to your leadership in this situation? 
Thinking back, what skills/knowledge/passion did you employ/experience at the time 
that are still a part of your leadership today? 
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2. Ethical Sensitivity: 

 
a. Share a story with me where you faced a tough ethical situation that really 

challenged you as the leader.  
 

b. What was the outcome (personal, professional, organizationally) of this particular 
situation? 

 
c. Describe the nature and circumstances of this situation.  

 
d. What was happening?  

 
e. Why do you think this was a situation of ethical sensitivity?  

 
f. What were you feeling?  

 
g. Describe what you did that demonstrated ethical sensitivity. 

 
h. Do you think what you did was effective? Why or why not? 

 
i. What was particularly life giving or deeply satisfying for you regarding this 

situation? 
 
 

 
3. Spiritual Depth: 

a. Do you have a spiritual practice?  
 

b. What is it what do you do and why?  
 

c. Does it affect your leadership?  
 

d. Share a story about how your spiritual practice impacts your leadership.   
 

e. How do you integrate your spiritualty into your work or do you?  
 

f. What does that look like? Give me an example. 
 

g. How do you inspire others to deepen their sense of spirituality? 
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4. Positive Engagement: 

One of the key aspects of leadership is the ability to engage people and get them excited 
about a vision and direction and inspire them to bring the best of them at work and to 
grow and thrive as people.  
 
Think of a time that you acted with a sense of appreciation and positivity that promoted 
the sense of hope, thriving, or flourishing. Tell me that story. 
 

a. How do you think about engaging people at work? 
 

b. When you think you have done that well?  
 

c. What did you do?  
 

d. What were you thinking and feeling?  
 

e. What steps did you take? 
 

f. What was the outcome of the situation? 
 
 
 
5. Community Responsiveness: 

a. How do you think about the social responsibility of business and specifically the 
contribution that your organization and your job makes to the good of society?  

 
b. Can you think of some times in your career where you can think of some 

examples of where you made that happen?  
 

c. Who was involved and what were you doing?  
 

d. What were you thinking and feeling? 
 

e. What legacy do you hope to leave for this organization or for this world? 
 

f. How do you inspire others to be good stewards in this world? 
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Appendix L: Other-Rater Interview Protocol 
1. Ethical Sensitivity: 
 

a. Think of a time when this leader faced an ethical challenge.  
 

b. Describe the nature and circumstances of this situation. 
 

c. What did they do? 
 

d. Describe what the leader did that demonstrated ethical sensitivity. 
 

e. Do you think what they did was effective? Why or why not? 
 

f. What was the outcome (personal, professional, organizationally) of this particular 
situation? 

 
g. How were you and others impacted by this leader’s actions? 

 
h. What impact do you think this had on the organization? 

 
 
2. Spiritual Depth: 
 

Think of a time that this leader acted with a deep sense of inspiration, meaning, purpose, 
or a sense of “call.”  
 

a. Describe the nature and circumstances of this situation 
 
 

b. Describe what the leader did that demonstrated a sense of spiritual depth. 
 
 

c. What was the outcome (personal, professional, organizationally) of this particular 
situation? 

 
d. How were you and others impacted by these actions? 

 
e. What impact do you think this had on the organization? 
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3. Positive Engagement: 
 

Think of a time that this leader acted with a sense of appreciation and positivity that 
promoted the sense of engagement, hope, thriving, or flourishing.  
 

a. Describe the nature and circumstances of this situation 
 
 

b. Describe what the leader did that demonstrated the idea of hope, thriving, or 
flourishing. 

 
c. Do you think what they did was effective? Why or why not? 

 
d. What was the outcome (personal, professional, organizationally) of this particular 

situation? 
 

e. How were you and other people impacted by the leader’s actions? 
 

f. What impact do you think this had on the organization? 
 
 
 
4. Community Responsiveness: 
 

Think of a time that this leader acted with a sense of community responsiveness and 
social responsibility.  
 

a. Describe the nature and circumstances of this situation 
 
 

b. Describe what the leader did that demonstrated service, social responsibility, or 
contribution to society. 

 
 

c. What was the outcome (personal, professional, organizationally) of this particular 
situation? 
 

d. How were you, others impacted by these actions? 
 

 
e. What impact do you think this had on the organization?
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Appendix M: Examples of Memos 
1.Created: 2/2/18 by Nancy Sayer, Modified: 4/7/18 by Nancy Sayer 

Content: 
The theme of operating from a higher place of meaing and purpose. Driven by the higher purpose, 
deeper meaning, meant fro something bigger than myself. These are some key statements. 

2.Created: 2/7/18 by Nancy Sayer, Modified: 2/7/18 by Nancy Sayer 

Content: 
This statement reflects Dan’s wanting for people being successful and the resources he brings out 
the table to make that happen. 

3.Created: 2/10/18 by Nancy Sayer, Modified: 2/10/18 by Nancy Sayer 

Content: 
Talent Exchange- a way to engage the younger more mobile group of leaders. Contractual 
arrangements or short-term projects that a person is hired for 2-3 years then are free to go. Works 
with the younger generation. 
Positive engagement 
 
 
Community Responsiveness not a strong desire for the leader. 

4.Created: 2/10/18 by Nancy Sayer, Modified: 2/10/18 by Nancy Sayer 

Content: 
Mensch- A person of integrity and honor; someone to admire and emulate, someone of noble 
character. The key to being a mensch is nothing less than character, rectitude, dignity, a sense of 
what is right, responsible, decorous 
 
Wikipedia 
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