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Prologue

The salvation of this human world lies nowhere else than in the 
human heart, in the human power to reflect, in human meekness, 
and in human responsibility – Vaclav Havel

Vaclav Havel was a poet, dissident, playwright, and statesman 
who served as Czech Republic’s President from 1993 to 2003. A 
great advocate of human rights and a highly respected democratic 
leader, he was considered a conscience of humanity. Havel offered 
his above words in a speech to the US Congress in 1990. It is fitting 
to start this book with these words from a man who keenly under-
stood the importance of responsibility as a thinker, writer, and 
leader. In the same speech, Havel went on observe, “Without a 
global revolution in the sphere of human consciousness, noth-
ing will ever change for the better in the sphere of our being as 
humans, and the catastrophe towards which this world is headed 
– the ecological, social demographic, or general breakdown of civi-
lization – will be unavoidable.”1 This urgent call by Havel towards 
responsible action in the face of major crises, is at the heart of what 
I have attempted to capture in this book. The notion of practical 
wisdom serves as an important vehicle to draw upon responsible 
leadership knowledge. As later explained in the book, the Aristo-
telian notion of practical wisdom is primarily wisdom in action. 
Thus, Advancing Responsible Leadership: Practical Wisdom for a More 
Human World, is fundamentally concerned with drawing leader-
ship wisdom to serve humanity’s pressing and existential chal-
lenges in a responsible manner.

With the above background, I address five questions in this 
prologue to set the stage for this book: What do we mean by respon-
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sibility? Why should we care about responsible leadership? Why 
do we need a new book on leadership? What are some underlying 
assumptions about how leadership is approached in this book? 
And who will benefit from this book?

What do we mean by responsibility?

Authors Kim Cameron and Arran Caza observed that the notion 
of responsibility in leadership is often defined narrowly and 
discussed its three different meanings.2 In the first instance, the 
notion of responsibility is implied in leadership thinking and 
conceptualizations and it is often synonymous with accountability. 
For example, responsibility for the leadership mandates, decisions, 
and subsequent outcomes. The second instance focuses on leader-
ship’s freedom and choice to act. This meaning of responsibility 
suggests that individuals in leadership positions enjoy discretion 
in tasks, projects, and organizations. For Cameron and Caza, these 
two meanings of responsibility are linked because when individ-
uals have the freedom to act, it is expected that they will be held 
accountable for their actions. The third meaning of responsibility 
implies the proclivity and ability to act appropriately. This notion 
of appropriateness is key as it links responsible actions to what 
is “right, correct, and beneficial.” An expansive lens towards 
responsibility, which combines its different meanings, is therefore 
essential.  However, it is the last meaning outlined above that is of 
particular importance due its ethical anchoring. This meaning of 
responsibility expands its scope and is central to responsible lead-
ership thinking and practice.
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Why care about responsible leadership?

In many ways, the story of leadership is the story responsibility. 
Implicitly or explicitly, we expect leaders to be responsible – espe-
cially when economic, social, and environments stakes are high. 
Yet, stories of irresponsibility abound. A contemporary well-
known example comes from the 2008 global financial crises that 
originated in the US. Behind this crisis were a series of leadership 
decisions across the regulatory regime, banking system, and archi-
tects of complex financial products, which lacked responsibility. 
Concerns and scandals related to responsible leadership extend 
to the social sector as well. The American Red Cross, a globally 
known humanitarian organization, came under heavy criticism 
for failing to account for how it spent $500 million that it raised 
for homebuilding in the aftermath of 2010 devastating earthquake 
in Haiti. On the political front, the March 2026 attacks by Israel 
and the U.S. on Iran killed over 3000 innocent civilians, destroyed 
extensive civilian infrastructure, and disrupted the global oil and 
gas supply leading to financial burdens for millions of people 
around the world including the U.S. These attacks happened 
while internationally mediated negations were underway. From a 
responsibility perspective, critics used a series of questions about 
the timing, motivation, and legality of this war.

On the other hand, the story of leadership is also strewn with coura-
geous, creative, and humanistic actions with many examples from  
around the world. Vaclav Haval, briefly introduced above, was 
recognized by Amnesty International’s Ambassador of Conscience 
Award for contributions towards human rights. Wangari Mathai 
of Kenya, a professor and social movement leader, won a Nobel 
prize for her work protecting the environment. Malala Yousafzai, 
an advocate for girls’ access to education, is the youngest Nobel 
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Prize winner. A common thread across their stories is the sense of 
responsibility they felt to improve human condition. I briefly share 
additional cross-sector examples of responsible leadership below.

Why another book on leadership?

An enormous amount of theory and practice-based knowledge 
about leadership now exists, and it enhances our understanding 
in important ways. At the same, this knowledge base is somewhat 
scattered, confusing, and complex. Turning this knowledge into 
wisdom then requires its careful integration and translation, to 
make it accessible to inform action. In other words, acknowledging 
that leadership wisdom exists also means that we acknowledge the 
need to integrate it and make it accessible. While some efforts have 
been underway to bring leadership insights and lessons together 
and translate them into practice, more concrete work is needed in 
that regard. This need, in turn, must translate into efforts that care-
fully research, integrate, and present vigorous leadership thinking 
drawing on classic and contemporary perspectives.

Much of the modern and contemporary writing on leadership, 
including responsible leadership, has been approached with the 
organizational and for-profit corporate sector orientations. This 
book approaches responsible leadership as an expansive phenom-
enon that has multi-sector and multi-level applications. The 
multi-sector lens means that responsible leadership is relevant not 
only to the private but also to the social and public sectors. This 
multi-sector lens is critical as many of our challenges cross sectoral 
boundaries and require responsible actions within and across 
these boundaries. Specifically, I argue for and demonstrate the 
relevance of responsible leadership in organizations in the private, 
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social, and public sectors. The multi-level application means that 
responsible leadership is not only relevant to organizations but 
is applicable at micro levels, such as community and grassroots 
settings as well as macro levels such social movements, political 
leadership at national level, and leadership of global institutions.

To demonstrate the multi-sector and multi-level role of respon-
sible leadership, the book includes several brief examples from 
practice. In addition, I have included well-known case examples 
of responsible leadership in action at different levels and within 
different sectors. The cases include examination of Yvon Choui-
nard’s leadership in Patagonia – a well know case study of bold 
responsible leadership from the private sector. Yvon made head-
lines in 2022 when he transferred the company ownership under 
a trust structure and declared that “Earth is now our only stake-
holder.” Another case includes Jacinda Ardern’s navigation of 
political terrain in New Zealand – especially during the COVID-
19 pandemic. She is well known for advocating and practicing 
compassion-driven leadership. The extraordinary humanitarian 
approach undertaken by Médecins Sans Frontières – a global social 
sector organization, is also examined in this book.

What are some underlying assumptions about 
leadership in this book?

The first assumption is that leadership is action in context and 
responsible leadership is responsible action in context. Leader-
ship has some near universal ingredients but demands contextual 
sensitivity. For instance, providing a sense of direction and moti-
vating others around that vision are near universal dimensions 
of leadership, but their manifestations need to be aligned with 
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the contextual needs and nuances (e.g., culture, organizational 
level and direction, employees’ preparation and acumen, sectoral 
dynamics). On the other hand, certain contextual nuances and 
needs require leadership actions that look different. For instance, 
technical expertise is needed to be effective in leadership roles in 
a range of situations and professions. Examples may range from 
expertise in healthcare for nursing directors, aeronautical engi-
neering for senior manages in the aerospace industry, monitoring 
and evaluation of impact for leaders in the nonprofit organiza-
tions. Finally, in some cases the work of leadership may involve 
challenging and changing the context which may be unjust, ineffi-
cient, or exclusionary. Airbnb and Uber rose to prominent success 
because they responded to market inefficiencies which made it 
difficult and expensive for property and vehicle owners to rent 
to clients at a scale. Their emergence led to massive changes in 
how consumers and providers connect, including the enactment of 
new regulations. The social sector also offers important examples 
of individuals who challenged and changed the status quo. Well-
known and courageous efforts by Dr. Martin Luther King Jr., and 
subsequently many others, directly challenged the context which 
allowed discrimination and exclusion. As a result, while much 
work needs to happen on these fronts, important policy shifts 
have occurred.

The second assumption is that leadership as a role may reside in 
an individual or a group and a series of factors may contribute to 
its success. The critical leadership perspectives have appropriately 
questioned the field’s imprudent focus on person-centered and 
heroic approaches, which over emphasize the role of individuals 
in leadership and its effectives. While some individuals indeed 
play a prominent role in visioning and agenda-setting, it is often 
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a shared and collective effort that makes the work of leadership 
effective and successful. Another assumption driving this work is 
that leadership is not equal to authority, formal position, or title. 
Leadership is an influence process and may be exercised without a 
title or a formally designated role. This assumption further recog-
nizes that leadership may occur in informal settings, ranging from 
community groups to social movements.

The question whether leadership can be learned and developed 
has long puzzled the field. Putting it differently, the question 
whether leaders are born or made has been debated extensively. 
In general, research evidence suggests that while genes may play 
a role in determining who occupies or moves up the leadership 
ladder, majority of the variance is attributed to environmental 
factors including training and development, experience, as well 
as practice opportunities. Therefore, another assumption in this 
book is that leadership abilities can be developed among individ-
uals and collectives. With that premise, I have included a chapter 
on leadership development which brings together wide-ranging 
ideas about how to develop responsible leadership.

Who will benefit from this book?

My purpose for this book was to integrate evidence-based leader-
ship thinking and insights and make them accessible to audiences 
with interest in leadership knowledge, practice, and its devel-
opment. While the approach and framing are research driven, 
I have included a series of practice related examples to demon-
strate concrete linkages of these insights to real world needs and 
problems across different sectors and levels. Specifically, I have 
attempted to relate this work to what I consider are existential 



Advancing Responsible Leadershipxvi

and critical issues that we currently face and will navigate in the 
years to come. These issues include navigating the climate crisis, 
grappling with consequences of generative artificial intelligence, 
as well as dealing with societal polarization and the associated 
threats to democracies around the world. It is my hope that audi-
ences with both research and applied interests will benefit from 
this work intellectually and practically.
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Chapter 1

Calls for Bold and Practical Leadership 
Wisdom

The world needs wise leaders, but wisdom is clearly in short 
supply these days if the state of the world is any evidence - 
Sandra Waddock

Let us briefly consider why the calls for bold and practical leadership 
wisdom are timely and significant. While claims and warnings 
in relation to humanity’s current challenges appear timeworn, 
cumulative evidence from around the globe clearly highlights their 
urgency and enormity. The United Nations Development Program 
produces an annual report called The Human Development 
Report. This report acts as a global barometer of challenges, threats, 
and developments that humanity faces worldwide. The title of its 
recent report “Breaking the gridlock: Reimagining cooperation 
in a polarized world” and its opening questions stated below, 
appropriately summarize the major challenges faced by the global 
community: 1

•	Why does pursuing the ambitions of the 2030 Agenda for 
Sustainable Development and the Paris Agreement feel 
like a half-hearted slog through quicksand?

•	Why in many places does restoring peace, even pauses or 
ceasefires as hopeful preludes to peace, feel so elusive?

•	Why are we immobilized on digital governance while arti-
ficial intelligence races ahead in a data goldrush?
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•	In short, why are we so stuck? And how do we get unstuck 
without resorting myopically to violence or isolationism?

Behind the questions outlined above, sits an array of wicked prob-
lems that need urgent and courageous responses. Related to the 
first question above, enormous amounts of resources, consulta-
tions, and negotiations led to the development of the 2030 Agenda 
for Sustainable Development and the Paris Agreement. These 
global arrangements offer high level pathways and mechanisms 
to address crises and entrenched problems ranging from climate 
emergency, extreme poverty, access to health and education, to 
guaranteeing the rights of vulnerable groups. In other words, 
these goals offer promise of improving human condition and pros-
perity globally. There is much debate, analysis, and blaming going 
around for the lack of progress on the SDG 2030 agenda, but the 
reality is that we will globally fall short on many of these goals.

In relation to the second question regarding restoring peace, The 
International Crises Group published a report in early January 
2024 highlighting ten major conflicts stretched across Asia, Africa, 
The Middle East, and Europe.2 The report warned that “More lead-
ers are pursuing their ends militarily. More believed they can get 
away with it.” The report goes on to note, “It seems unlikely that 
world leaders, given their divisions, will recognise how perilous 
things have become, collectively reaffirm their belief in not chang-
ing borders by force, and put more energy into forging deals in 
war-torn places that see belligerents brought to justice and civilians 
without blood on their hands take over.” Unfortunately, the trends 
that the report above noted about military use have continued and 
intensified over the last year with ongoing conflict in Ukraine and 
recent attacks by US and Israel against Iran.
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Regarding digital governance, the last few years have seen an enor-
mous boom in advances in artificial intelligence, especially gener-
ative artificial intelligence. The arrival of new digital technologies 
offers great potential for creativity and efficiency in how we work, 
organize, communicate, and live. At the same time, much is at 
stake in terms of the dangers and challenges that these technologi-
cal advancements pose. The Center for AI Safety published a state-
ment about grave AI risks which was signed by several prominent 
figures from around the world in the spring of 2023. The signato-
ries included leaders of the tech companies creating and advanc-
ing artificial intelligence. The statement read, “Mitigating the risk 
of extinction from AI should be a global priority alongside other 
societal-scale risks such as pandemics and nuclear war.”3 Despite 
these unanimous warnings from industry, academic, and public 
circles, efforts to safeguard against serious threats from AI remain 
weak and insufficient. An international team of fifteen researchers 
made the following observation in the journal Science, “AI safety 
research is lagging. Present governance initiatives lack the mech-
anisms and institutions to prevent misuse and recklessness and 
barely address autonomous systems.”4

In terms of the last question above regarding why we are so stuck, 
the current global and U.S. context highlights the challenge. Much 
has been written about the deepening societal divides recently. 
Political and ideological polarizations have risen significantly in 
different parts of the world, especially over the last a couple of 
decades. These divisions are emerging within what were consid-
ered great democracies, making them alarming and threatening to 
the foundational institutions and norms central to rules and rights-
based societal governance. Based on several surveys, the Pew 
Research Center reported that Americans are extremely divided 
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on a range of issues, including climate change, racial justice, immi-
gration, and international engagement. The centrist perspectives 
within the US political spectrum are diminishing. Summarizing 
Pew’s research, authors Dimock and Wike noted, “What’s unique 
about this moment – and particularly acute in America – is that 
these divisions have collapsed onto a singular axis where we find 
no toehold for common cause or collective national identity.”5

The UN Secretary General summed up the current challenges in 
the following words,

“Our world is overwhelmed by crises. Divisions are widen-
ing, conflicts raging, hate is spreading and our planet is 
burning. But, through the dark clouds, I see rays of hope. 
Hope that we can bridge divides and rebuild trust. Hope 
that we can act together to save our planet. And hope that 
we can nurture a spirit of compromise and cooperation. 
All of this takes political courage and leadership. It takes 
solidarity. And it takes partnership.”6

The urgent demands and leadership aspirations highlighted 
above, align with responsible leadership - the central theme of 
this book. Leading responsibly demands leadership action that 
is bold, urgent, and intelligent in confronting humanity’s deeply 
entrenched challenges. It requires integrative wisdom that is 
ethically anchored and intellectually rigorous. While leadership 
study and practice have advanced considerably, the field still lacks 
thoughtful and practical integration to draw out its fragmented 
and latent wisdom. The purpose of this book is to offer a pathway 
to bring together leadership knowledge drawing on Aristotle’s 
concept of phronesis or “practical wisdom.” Relating and applying 
the notion of phronesis to the field of leadership studies offer an 
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important conduit to developing the practical wisdom that leaders 
need to navigate contemporary contextual complexities.

Calls for a more human-centered world have become prominent 
especially following the COVID-19 pandemic. Multiple global 
surveys with cross cultural samples from different continents make 
it clear that individuals are looking for a new social contract which 
honors human connections, care, and well-being. For instance, Bain 
and Company’s survey of 20,000 respondents across ten countries 
representing sixty five percent of the global GDP, reveals a shift in 
employee priorities.7 The report emphasizes the evolving nature 
of work and the growing importance of human connection and 
purpose. To capture this global sentiment towards human quality 
treatment, the report was appropriately titled as “More Human, 
Not Less: The Future of Work.”8

While compensation remains important, factors like purpose, flex-
ibility, and work-life balance are increasingly driving satisfaction 
with work. The report identifies six distinct worker archetypes, 
each with unique needs and motivations. This diversity under-
scores the need for a more human-centric approach to work, 
where organizations must understand and cater to individual 
preferences. As digital technologies and automation reshape the 
job market, distinctly human skills like creativity, problem-solv-
ing, and empathy become even more valuable. The future of work, 
according to the report, lies in embracing the human element and 
creating workplaces and communities that foster meaningful 
connections, personal growth, and a sense of belonging.
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The Need for Integrating Leadership Wisdom

A simple Google search for the term “leadership theory” led to 
over half a billion search results; additionally, the term “leader-
ship development” generated over one and a half billion results 
during the research for this publication. These numbers clearly 
demonstrate the global interest in both leadership theory and lead-
ership development. On the other hand, an international survey 
with 28,000 respondents from over 2,400 organizations revealed 
that about eighty percent of the surveyed organizations did not 
have the “ready-now” leaders in the pipeline to fill the anticipated 
leadership roles.9 One reason for this leadership-readiness gap is 
the lack of meaningful integration and application of leadership 
studies in applied leadership work. The following observation 
captures this challenge appropriately, “The existence of too many 
leadership theories obstructs progressive practice and research of 
leadership, hence there is need for leadership theory consolida-
tion.”10 Recently, some efforts have been made towards integrat-
ing the leadership field,11 but these works are limited and don’t 
have deliberate focus on generating leadership wisdom. As noted 
above, the responsible leadership approach presented in this book 
offers a pathway to integrate leadership wisdom using Aristotle’s 
concept of phronesis or “practical wisdom.”

Leadership texts often acknowledge that the history of leadership 
is as old as the history of humankind. Re-visiting that history is an 
enormous task and goes beyond the scope and purposes of this 
book. However, a brief commentary outlining the macro evolution 
of the leadership studies landscape would be helpful in this open-
ing chapter. Keith Grint, a leadership scholar, divided the histori-
cal leadership studies trajectory under the following periods and 
labels: The classical leadership studies, the Renaissance leadership 
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studies, and the modern leadership studies.12 Writings such as The 
Art of War by Sun Tzu (400-320 BC), from the classical leadership 
era, have influenced leadership writing and practice over millen-
nia. During the same period, important insights about leadership 
emerged from the works and debates of Greek philosophers such 
as Plato and Aristotle. For instance, Plato’s Republic was a highly 
influential work to come out of this period. One of the most prom-
inent books about leadership that emerged during the Renaissance 
is The Prince by Nicollo Machiavelli. This work was not originally 
meant to be prescriptive, but it was received that way and has 
influenced thinking about leadership into modern times. In his 
overview, Grint also offered an important caution when consid-
ering the classical and renaissance periods’ leadership works. This 
caution emphasizes that a significant portion of leadership writing 
in these periods was written from the perspective of winners in the 
context of military engagement and conflicts.

Finally, Grint noted that the modern leadership era started with 
the writing of Thomas Carlyle, the rector of Edinburgh University 
in the late 19th century, who professed the “Great Man” approach, 
dominating the modern leadership era studies over the next few 
decades. In the following decades, the field of leadership studies 
has taken the trait, behavioral, contingency, relational, transforma-
tional, and charismatic approaches to advance the field’s theory 
and practice. To align the field further with practical demands 
and complexities, works on adaptive, complexity, and leader-
ship-as-practice streams have provided important additions. 
Other notable works have included spiritual, servant, and values-
based leadership theories. An additional overview of the leader-
ship studies is covered in the section below.
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While this leadership knowledge has undoubtedly advanced our 
understanding of leadership theory and practice, the field lacks 
integrated wisdom to meet the applied and urgent needs that our 
times demand from leaders in multiple sectors. As argued above, 
relating and applying the notion of phronesis to the field of leader-
ship studies offer an important conduit to developing the practical 
wisdom that leaders need to navigate contemporary contextual 
complexities. The phronesis lens offers an important foundation to 
synthesize the knowledge base anchored in the field of responsible 
leadership theory and practice. “According to Aristotle, phrone-
sis is one of the “intellectual virtues” or “excellences of the mind” 
(aretai dianoêtikai). But phronesis is not only an intellectual virtue. 
It is an ethical virtue as well. Aristotle claims that we cannot be 
(intellectually) prudent (phrónimoi) without being (ethically) 
good. Hence, phronesis presupposes ethical virtue.”13

This emphasis on the connection between intellectual excellence 
and ethical grounding offers a strong starting point for the applica-
tion of phronesis in integrating and generating leadership wisdom. 
For instance, adaptive, systems, and complexity leadership theo-
ries carry important insights that inform the intellectual side of 
leadership theory and practice, but they are somewhat silent on 
the deeper ethical aspects of leadership challenges. On the other 
hand, ethical and values-based approaches put ethical consid-
erations at the center but don’t explicitly emphasize intellectual 
excellence and rigor or analysis to inform leadership actions. There 
are obviously a practice-based need and theory-based opportuni-
ties for integration across various leadership theories to inform 
practical wisdom.

The complexity of leadership practice is linked to the fact that 
many leadership moments have a newness about them which 
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means they do not lend themselves easily to solutions based on 
previous information or knowledge. These leadership moments 
require judgments that draw upon accumulated wisdom. Follow-
ing earlier works, authors John Shotter and Haridimos Tsoukas 
noted, “Although in our everyday lives, we usually come across 
situations similar to ones we have encountered in the past, any time 
we are called to act in a particular situation we must do so while 
appreciating its uniqueness and... act for ‘another first time.’”14 At 
the core of leadership practice is the ability to make responsible 
judgments during these “first times.” These responsible leadership 
acts require ethical, relational, and analytical abilities to arrive at 
wise judgements.15 Phronetic judgement for Shotter and Tsoukes 
is about bringing past experience to the present context by using 
deliberative imagination, emotionally responsible attunement, and 
concrete particular considerations. The effort to apply the concept 
of phronesis to integrate and draw on leadership knowledge, is 
essentially concerned with acting on that knowledge wisely to 
improve practice.

In examining the notion of phronesis, it has also been observed, 
“In many of these discussions, phronesis plays a role in the great 
epistemological discussions of the 20th century by pointing to a 
kind of non-theoretical yet principled form of ethical knowing 
that provides a viable alternative to the scientific reduction of 
“real” knowledge to objective theory and technique.”16 This notion 
of “principled form of ethical knowing” is of particular interest 
from the responsibility perspective, especially in the effort to inte-
grate and relate the concept of practical wisdom stemming from 
decades of leadership research. Addressing the emergent social, 
environmental, and economic crises, requires leaders to rely on 
excellence of the mind and a principled form of ethical knowing, to 
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arrive at innovative, bold, and contextually appropriate solutions. 
In summary, my purpose in this book is to integrate knowledge 
of responsible leadership theory and practice in ways that facili-
tates leadership wisdom urgently needed for responsible practice 
across different societal domains.

The Leadership Studies Landscape

Before making a case for how responsible leadership provides a 
pathway to practical wisdom, it is important to contextualize the 
trajectory of leadership science by revisiting and highlighting 
some foundational elements and pivot points. As briefly noted 
above, the initial work on leadership focused on identifying states 
that led to effective leadership. In 1935 Ordway Tead outlined 
the following characteristics of leadership in his book The Art of 
Leadership: a sense of purpose and direction, enthusiasm, physical 
and nervous energy, technical mastery, decisiveness, intelligence, 
teaching skills, and faith.17 By around the 1950s, the trait theory 
did not provide an agreed-upon set of traits. While some interest 
in personality-oriented traits and leadership continued, the focus 
of leadership studies started shifting in the early 1950s.

As the field moved forward, its focus altered towards leader behav-
iors with an interest in synthesizing and examining what is it that 
leaders do that makes them effective. The leadership behavioral 
research was spread between 1950s and 1960s. Important work in 
this regard was done at The Ohio State University and The Univer-
sity of Michigan. This work led to the identification of two major 
dimensions of leader behaviors, namely task orientation and rela-
tions orientation. The other two labels for these dimensions were: 
initiating structure and consideration behaviors. This shift had a 
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profound impact on how the leadership thinking moved forward. 
The research was essentially saying that leadership ability was not 
based on some characteristics inherent to individuals. Rather, lead-
ership ability was about how leaders acted and engaged, which are 
ways that could be examined and understood through observation 
and data collection. This insight, in turn, implied that the leader-
ship tent was not exclusive to those who were born with certain 
traits but was open to individuals who embraced and practiced 
behavioral dimensions relevant to the work of leadership.

In parallel to advancements that focused on behavioral theo-
ries of leadership, the field’s struggle to understand why certain 
approaches worked in some contexts but were not successful in 
others, led to the emergence of situational approaches to lead-
ership. Authors Sihame Benmira and Moyosolu Agboola appro-
priately noted, “This implies that leaders must be able to assess 
the context in which they operate and then decide what style will 
‘fit’ the situation best. Because the best style is dependent on the 
situation, this approach is known as the contingency theory of 
leadership.”18 Following the recognition that the situation is an 
important determinant of leadership effectiveness, several situ-
ational or contingency theories were advanced during this era. 
One prominent example in this regard was the situational lead-
ership theory advanced by Paul Hershey and Keneth Blanchard.19 
One of the main assertions of this theory is that the extent of task 
and relational behaviors by leaders depends upon the maturity 
and readiness of individuals and groups they lead. Specifically, 
the theory posited that, as the group members mature in terms 
of their ability to handle responsibilities, leaders will become less 
task oriented and continue with relation or consideration focused 
behaviors. Upon their group’s attainment of higher levels of matu-
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rity, this situational leadership theory further argued that leaders 
may reduce both their task and relationship focused engagements 
and interventions.

Starting with the mid 1980s and early 1990s, the field of leader-
ship studies took an important turn. This period is labelled as the 
new leadership era and included a focus on transformational and 
charismatic leadership, among other theories. In fact, research on 
transformational leadership has dominated the field of leader-
ship over the past three decades. Central to these theories were 
concerns with values, ethics, motivation, and leading change. 
Following the popularity of transformational leadership, studies 
focused on ethical leadership, servant leadership, and authentic 
leadership, emerged and offered important contributions. Using 
somewhat different language and different degree of emphasis, 
some of the common ingredients across these approaches include 
attention to ethics, a mission driven orientation, a consideration 
of followers, and inclusion. Given the widespread use of the new 
era leadership thinking in leadership theory and practice, it is 
important to provide a brief introduction to these approaches. 
This overview will also set the stage for understanding responsible 
leadership in relation to these previous works and make the case 
for advancing the field of leadership theory and practice through 
further integration.

Transformational leadership theory was originally conceived by 
James MacGregor Burns.20 As noted above, transformational lead-
ership theory has emerged as one of the most influential lead-
ership frameworks. The work on this leadership approach was 
taken forward by Bernard Bass and his colleagues. According 
to these authors, transformational leadership inspires and moti-
vates followers through idealized influence, intellectual stimula-
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tion, individualized consideration, and inspirational motivation.21 
A range of studies including meta-analyses have demonstrated 
its effectiveness in terms of employee satisfaction, commit-
ment, and performance across diverse contexts.22 Initial studies 
on transformational leadership focused primarily on corporate 
settings. Researchers have since examined its effectiveness in a 
variety of contexts including healthcare, education, and public 
service organizations.23

Servant leadership theory was originally conceptualized by Robert 
Greenleaf in 1970. It presents a paradoxical leadership approach 
where leaders prioritize serving others above their self-interests.24 
Servant leadership emphasizes empowering followers through 
humility, ethical behavior, authenticity, and concern with commu-
nity, marking a significant departure from traditional leader-
ship models. The theory posits that by focusing first on follow-
ers’ growth, well-being, and development, individual, team, and 
organizational performance objectives naturally follow. Several 
major servant leadership reviews have validated the positive 
impact of servant leadership on organizational outcomes, includ-
ing enhanced team performance, employee engagement, customer 
satisfaction, and organizational citizenship behaviors.25

Authentic leadership theory has gained substantial attention in 
leadership research as a response to corporate scandals and societal 
demands for genuine, transparent leadership.26 The theory empha-
sizes four key components: self-awareness, balanced processing, 
relational transparency, and internalized moral perspective. Using 
balanced processing, leaders attempt to objectively analyze a vari-
ety of relevant information and consider multiple perspectives 
before making decisions. They embrace relational transparency 
to present their genuine self to others by openly sharing informa-
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tion, feelings, and invite others to do the same. Unlike some other 
leadership approaches focusing primarily on leader behaviors, 
authentic leadership theory emphasizes the importance of lead-
ers’ self-awareness, values congruence, and self-expression. Exist-
ing research shows that authentic leadership positively influences 
follower well-being, trust, work engagement, and performance 
through increased psychological capital and leader-follower 
relationship quality.27

Complexity leadership theory offered an important pivot point 
and addition to existing approaches by conceptualizing leader-
ship as an emergent and interactive phenomenon within complex 
adaptive systems.28 Complex adaptive systems are networks of 
interrelated, inter-reliant entities that interact dynamically and 
adapt how they act in response to contextual changes and internal 
demands. Going beyond the established leader-focused perspec-
tives, this theory acknowledges leadership as a complex interplay 
of administrative, adaptive, and enabling functions that emerge 
across multiple organizational levels. The framework highlights 
the need for organizations to nurture adaptability, learning, and 
innovation in complex environments characterized by rapid 
change and uncertainty. This leadership approach suggests that 
leadership effectiveness depends less on individual actions and 
more on facilitating the conditions for adaptive outcomes to 
emerge through dynamic interactions.29

As noted above, there have been plenty of debates in the scholarly 
and practice circles about the implications of digital technologies 
for leadership, organizations, and the society at large, over the last 
several years. With the arrival of generative artificial intelligence in 
early 2022, these debates became more urgent and complex. Gener-
ative AI and other digital technologies indeed show great potential 
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for usefulness in a variety of sectors, including healthcare innova-
tion, education access, poverty reduction, and rights protections. 
At the same time, there are significant concerns about their adverse 
impacts on individual privacy, warfare, societal cohesion, work and 
organizations. A responsible digital future is possible, but it will 
depend upon the leadership actions in the near and medium-term 
future. These digital challenges call for studying and practicing 
responsible leadership to help navigate their enormous societal 
implications. And emerging research in this regard has argued for, 
“...development of hybrid leadership models that combine AI’s 
analytical strengths with indispensable human qualities such as 
empathy, ethical judgment, and emotional intelligence.”30

In outlining the trajectory of leadership studies, it is important 
to note the role of voices that encouraged critical perspectives on 
the nature and role of leadership research and practice. Critical 
perspectives on leadership challenge the mainstream theories by 
questioning fundamental assumptions about leadership as a posi-
tive, neutral phenomenon.31 These perspectives examine how lead-
ership discourse and practices can perpetuate power imbalances, 
reinforce social inequalities, and serve as mechanisms of control. 
Scholars adopting critical views argue that conventional leadership 
theories often ignore the dark side of leadership, romanticize lead-
er-follower relationships, and overlook how leadership concepts 
are socially constructed to maintain existing power structures. 
They emphasize examining leadership through lenses of power, 
gender, race, and class to understand their role in reproducing 
organizational and societal inequalities.32 These critical leader-
ship perspectives have informed the field of leadership studies in 
important ways. For instance, as noted in the complexity leader-
ship introduction above, the field expanded its focus from heroic 
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actions of individuals and started attending to other human and 
contextual factors that determine the effectiveness of leadership. 
Similarly, critical leadership perspective also pushed the field to 
pay closer attention to issues of ethics, identity, and inclusion with 
a particular attention to power dynamics. Following a broad over-
view of the leadership landscape sketched above, it is appropriate 
to review some selected definitions of leadership to get a sense of 
its conceptualization, ingredients, and meaning.

Defining Leadership

Like many social phenomena, it is not easy to articulate or subscribe 
to a single definition of leadership. At the same time, it is impor-
tant to have an overall sense of the basic meanings we attach to the 
idea of leadership and ways to operationalize the concept for both 
research and applied purposes. This review of leadership defini-
tions is meant to serve three purposes. Firstly, it serves as an intro-
duction to readers with different levels of familiarly with the field 
of leadership. Secondly, in line with the aims of this book, it shows 
the diverse perspectives of the meaning of leadership and offers 
an initial approach to integrate the key ideas. Finally, this review 
adds to the stage setting to understand the need, nature, and role 
of responsible leadership in relation to the existing ways of defin-
ing leadership. Without necessarily following a linear order, the 
review below weaves together definitions of leadership from phil-
osophical, scientific, and critical perspectives.

An often-cited definition of leadership comes from Peter Northouse. 
He defined leadership as “a process whereby an individual influ-
ences a group of individuals to achieve a common goal.”33 Three 
elements stand out in this definition: emphasis on leadership as 


