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Theoretical discourse to address issues, concerns, and ideas to improve ethics in the 

workplace have been robust, yet the demonstrative focus on compliance remains the norm 

(Copeland, 2003; Phillips, 2002; Verschoor, 2004; Moriarity, 2000). Current frameworks for 

organizational ethics typically base program efforts on regulatory controls, which tend to 

stimulate defensive posturing and reactionary measures to manage behavior. Such efforts take a 

narrow view of ethics, with the main focus to achieve stability through a legal baseline. If moral 

strength in the workplace is desired, a broader approach, one that goes beyond compliance, must 

be considered. A shift in how we frame organizational ethics is needed. Leaders who want to see 

moral strength embedded in managerial decisions and actions need to do more than prevent 

unethical behavior, they need to cultivate moral performance. This paper begins to address this 

concern by describing professional moral courage (PMC) and how it may be developed in the 

workplace.  

 To catalyze a shift in how we frame organizational ethics, this work draws upon the tenets of 

positive psychology and positive organizational scholarship (POS). Positive psychology is 

described as the study of “conditions and processes that contribute to the flourishing or optimal 

functioning of people, groups, and institutions” (Gable & Haidt, 2005, p. 104), and, as such, has 

direct application to organizational behavior. As a discipline, POS seeks to advance our 

understanding of what creates the best of human functioning in organizational contexts 

(Cameron, Dutton, & Quinn, 2003). A subdiscipline, positive organizational behavior (POB), has 

also been identified as the study and application of positive human strengths and capacities that 

can be measured, developed, and effectively managed for performance improvement (Luthans, 

2002). Scholars in these fields have recognized that organizational frameworks need to go 
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beyond defensive tactics driven by competition, control, and individualism that can serve to 

elevate self-interest (Irvin, 2002). To broaden and build organizational capacity we need to 

advance collective growth and development (Sekerka & Fredrickson, 2007). Therefore, if the 

goal is to help organizations establish moral strength, rather than focusing on compliance we 

need to understand the thoughts and actions of managers who actually engage in moral action. In 

so doing, we can help leaders establish contexts where moral strength, as exemplified by PMC in 

task action, is supported, developed, and exercised.  

This chapter advances scholarship by describing moral courage as a process, understanding 

the dynamics of the effort as managers move to address their ethical challenges. To help 

facilitate PMC in practice, an expanded framework for organizational ethics is presented. In 

addition, an educational technique is described to help managers understand what supports or 

blocks their ability to proceed with PMC, and the importance of self-regulation which can 

support their moral agency.  

 

Professional Moral Courage as a Process 

Peterson and Seligman (2004) refer to courageous efforts as virtues in action, depicting moral 

courage in a range of behaviors, and possessing a trait-like quality that makes it generalizable 

and stable over time. As a character strength, its application is used to achieve more than the 

absence of distress, breaking through baseline concerns of disorder and dysfunction (Peterson, 

2000). Courage is also purported to be an emotional strength that involves “the exercise of will 

to accomplish goals in the face of opposition, external or internal” (Peterson & Park, 2004, p. 

437). Unlike Peterson and his colleagues, who include different forms of bravery (mental and 

physical), perseverance, authenticity, and zest in their definition, this research treats moral 

courage as a professional practice. The aim of this research is to describe PMC as it unfolds in  
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the pursuit of forming and engaging in a moral response.  

We know that there are countless influencers in decision-making efforts as people make a 

number of choices in the path of moral action. This includes impacts from social norms, values, 

emotions, and anticipated affect (Sekerka & Bagozzi, 2007; Steenhaut & Kenhove, 2006). To 

deal these factors, it is arguable that PMC is needed to maintain the will to proceed, in moving 

down this path. While PMC can be considered a trait or quality (Verschoor, 2003; Hesselbein, 

2005; Pears, 2004), the way it emerges in managerial decision-making can be progressive and 

dynamic. While moral courage can be considered an attribute, in this chapter the interest is in 

describing it as a process. More specifically, what does it look like when professionals engage in 

moral action in the workplace?   

Prior literature has highlighted moral courage as a management virtue (Harris, 1999; 

Srivastva & Cooperrider, 1998), describing it as an attribute that motivates and enables 

individuals to take the right course of action given the ethics of their profession (Sekerka & 

Zolin, 2005). Given that ethical challenges necessitate moral action, it is assumed that moral 

agency requires some level of moral courage if moral conduct is to be sustained. Prior studies of 

moral courage in the workplace seem to target those who speak out against ethical wrongdoing 

and feature injustice as the focal point for inquiry (Nielsen, 1989; Near & Miceli, 1995; Trevin o 

& Victor, 1992). While acts of valor such as whistle-blowing require moral courage (Grant, 

2002), the focus of this chapter is not on the one-time act, but on the progressive nature of PMC 

as a professional practice. Much like Walton (1986) argues, PMC is considered a practical 

action. This suggests that PMC can be applied to ordinary activities that can potentially help to 

create organizational cultures that possess moral strength.  

To explicate PMC, according to Rest’s (1986) theory of moral decision-making the action  
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sequence includes: a) recognition of the moral issue; b) making a moral judgment; c) establishing 

moral intent; and d) engaging in a moral response. PMC involves decision-making, so rather than 

viewing it as a single action, it is treated as a trajectory involving the progression of cognitive 

and affective elements. But as Rest (1986) suggests, if the person hopes to proceed with a moral 

action, they must first recognize the issue. Therefore, to engage in PMC the manager must 

experience some sort of ethical challenge, defined as: (1) recognition of a moral issue; (2) one’s 

actions regarding this issue will have consequences for others; and (3) a choice is presented that 

engages one’s volition (Velasquez & Rostankowski, 1985). A description of PMC can therefore 

be derived by understanding what fuels effective moral decision-making when facing an ethical 

challenge in the context of managerial performance.  

Prior research shows how professional roles can screen individuals from moral criticism, 

potentially obscuring them from responsibility (Wolgast, 1992). Therefore, it is essential that 

moral courage be explicated in terms of everyday task actions. It should be noted that the term 

professional used in this chapter refers to the profession of management. That said, the moral 

courage demonstrated by managers is not limited to one area of expertise. Thus, the term 

professional in PMC serves to describe it simply as a professional practice, one that can 

potentially be applied to a broader range of functionaries holding different types of managerial 

responsibilities. But to cultivate moral courage as a managerial practice, a description of the term 

is needed—one that is useful to people who influence and guide others, and may struggle with 

understanding how to engage in moral action. 

In summary, by discerning how managers respond to ethical challenges with moral agency, a 

useful description of PMC can be created, which can be used to help develop the behavior as a 

management practice. A description will make the process of PMC clearer for organizational 
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applications; specifically, to facilitate education toward the development of moral strength in 

workplace settings. To advance this goal a qualitative study was conducted.  

 

The Study 

Participants. Use of a military population was deemed appropriate for this research, given 

that officers’ professional role and identity assumes their virtuous character in daily action. 

Having taken an oath to be moral as they accomplish their management duties, it was likely that 

this population would have experienced an ethical challenge and made some attempt to engage in 

a moral response. Subjects (N=45) held the management military rank of Lieutenant, Lieutenant 

Commander, or Commander in the U.S. Navy. The mean age of the subjects was 34.5 years and 

the sample was predominantly male (76.5%) and Caucasian (75.4%), with 11.1% African-

American or Black, 4.7% Hispanic, and 8.8% other or mixed ethnicity. This study was part of a 

larger research initiative with the U.S. Naval Supply Corps. 

Procedure. Subjects were asked to think of a time when they faced an ethical challenge at 

work and to describe how they responded, and what they were thinking and feeling at the time. 

Each critical incident interview (Flanagan, 1982) lasted approximately 1.5 hours and were audio 

recorded (confidentiality was assured). Transcripts produced 123 scenarios, as each person 

provided 2-3 incidents. At the end of each scenario the subject was asked if they engaged in a 

moral response. This resulted in a two subsamples: a) moral agents (n=81) and b) non-responders 

(n=42). The focus of this study was to describe core components of the moral agent subsample 

(thirty-five of the subjects were part of this group).  

Method. As defined by qualitative analysis (Boyatzis, 1998; Strauss & Corbin, 1990), a 

constant comparison method was used to identify the central ideas and preliminary themes for 

moral agency. This involved going back and forth between the transcripts to identify consistent 
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thoughts and actions present when managers moved to engage in moral action. In some cases a 

theme was present in both subsamples; here, prior theory on moral courage was consulted for 

theme selection. Once preliminary themes were identified, a codebook was created. A research 

assistant (RA) was trained to learn the codes and their definitions. The author and RA then 

independently coded ten randomly selected transcripts from the moral agent subsample. After 

some discussion and combining several codes, an inter-rater reliability of 98% was achieved. 

The remaining subsample was coded using the validated codebook, producing five core themes 

to describe PMC.  

 

Results 

The description of PMC is presented by setting forth the five core themes. To do so, a variety 

of scenarios are included, with quotes used to provide evidence and illumination. 

Moral Agency 

To describe the first theme, we start with one manager recalling how his ship was docked in a 

foreign port and the local supplier wants to pay for a night out on the town for the ship’s senior 

officers (the ward room). Upon hearing of the matter he sees this as an ethical issue and must 

confront the Captain (CO): 

I made it clear that I thought that although the publications didn't necessarily say 

that he shouldn't do it, in light that it might be perceived that there was a conflict 

of interest, or that undue influence was going to be the result, it was not advisable. 

…Initially he (CO) asked me to point to the directives—I don't know if he saw it 

as a challenge of his authority as the CO—but he asked me to clarify my position 

with regard to the regulations.  

 

In this quote, the manager immediately engages in forming a moral response, reflecting his 

readiness and willingness to act. Moral agents are willing to pursue right action upon issue 

recognition, having the desire to do the “right” thing from the onset. Rather than debating 
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whether or not they should be involved, they assume responsibility for being part of the situation. 

They don’t look for reasons to negate their involvement.  

Cavanaugh and Moberg (1999) posit that moral courage is the consideration of right and 

wrong with a conscious choice to engage in the moral good. Given that the first principle of 

action is not the goal, but the decision to engage, moral agents seem to have already made that 

initial choice point, so they are ready for action when issues emerges. This is not to say that an 

“action” is always taken. Sometimes moral agents make a decision that it is best to pause, and 

gather more information, rather than to take action. However, those with PMC appear to have an 

automatic choice, or pre-determined “yes,” regarding involvement and the desire to engage. This 

does not mean that it is without reservations, however; as depicted in this situation, where the 

manager must put aside his doubts to bolster his will: 

Who was I to say...? I sort of put that behind me and went forward. I kind of used 

a past incident in addition to the training that we received, to again ground myself 

to consider the appearance of impropriety. I needed to bring it up to the Skipper 

(CO). So I just sort of took it and processed it in my mind. And said, if anybody 

was external to the situation, that could see all the factors, what would they see?  

 

Like other moral agents, the quote reflects that despite the having the will, insecurities can still 

surface. Nevertheless, their volition appears to be part of a constant striving to achieve moral 

good. Miller (2005) suggests that consistency is essential to human flourishing and, with PMC, 

being primed for moral action is important if internal motivations to proceed down the moral 

decision-making path are to commence and be sustained.  

When courage, as a voluntary act (Shelp, 1984), is linked with morality (the Latin root mor  

meaning custom, habit, or practice), the importance of the routine nature of making moral 

choices is revealed. By establishing the will to achieve moral goodness as a personal habit, it can 

potentially become more constant as a standard practice. This is notable in another scenario, 
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where the manager is pressured to give away government property to a dignitary. Here, we see 

the link between constant striving and moral action. In this situation reliability in right action is 

considered part of the officer’s commitment to the organization and as feature of his managerial 

competency:   

And the commitment is to lead by example and to learn all you can about a 

situation, and be consistent, and just really provide leadership from sunup to 

sundown. But it is a commitment…I wasn't about to break that trust. And that 

covenant. And the word covenant…meaning an agreement between two parties. I 

wasn't about to break that trust making an artificial scenario OK just because 

people wanted it.  

 

As Solomon (1998) suggests, moral courage is consistently doing what one knows one ought 

to do. This consistency, visible through the moral agent’s readiness to pursue right action, helps 

to form the first theme, described as: In the context of work performance, the manager 

consistently strives toward moral agency.  

Multiple Values 

Referred to as values, principles help people make judgments regarding the goodness or 

badness of an action (Davis & Frederick, 1984). This ability to determine right direction requires 

an internal choice to conform to the standards of moral behavior, as guided by character and 

conscience, which can be influenced by subjective rather than explicit criteria per se (Sekerka & 

Bagozzi, 2007). Managers are guided to judgment based upon their professional and 

organizational values, but also by tapping personal convictions of what is considered right from 

their own perspectives. Rather than acting only on physical evidence, perceived consequences, or 

in response to pressures, people apply their internal ethical system to support the will to achieve 

moral good. For example, as this manager reflects on his thought process, he looks to the law, its 

intention, and his role as a professional steward: 
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…look at the spirit of the rules and regulations in my position as a steward of the 

public trust, what is the spirit of the entire thing look like?  

 

With PMC, managers work to align their personal, professional, and organizational principles 

of right and wrong in the course of determining right action (Carlson, Kacmar, & Wadsworth, 

2002). To do so, they rely upon cognitive and emotional schemas (Abelson, 1981; Gioia & 

Poole, 1984) that contribute to their internal scripts for their various roles. These scripts support 

the application of principles and/or values that are ascribed to one’s various value-identities 

(Gecas, 2000)—e.g., as a manager, officer, friend, husband, and so on. But in some cases, social 

norms or pressures to conform may actually go against or conflict with principled right action 

from one of these value-identities. For example, in this scenario the manager feels pressured to 

do something unethical to be a “team player.” He looks to personal principles to determine a 

moral response: 

…that's what they were telling me up in the stateroom…you need to be a team 

player. And that's the truth, I need to be a team player, but NOT when there's an 

ethical situation of that nature on my mind. I'll be a team player as long as it 

doesn't compromise my integrity, and I have to purchase beyond what my ethical 

values can purchase. And even if I didn't think that NIS would have caught what I 

did, I still wouldn't have done it because I didn't think it was right. That means 

that I know in my mind that this was something that I should not be using those 

funds for.  

 

This ability to call upon and use multiple value sets form the second theme, stated as: In the  

context of work performance, the manager draws on personal, professional, and organizational  

moral principles to determine what is right. 

Endures Threat 

The third theme reflects how those who engage in PMC are likely to face danger, anger, or 

fear with perseverance. Whereas physical courage requires physical bravery, to the extent that 
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PMC poses a potential threat to self, it requires character bravery. The person’s status, position, 

identity, and/or character may be put at risk. Given the potential for threat to self, how does a 

person develop consistency in establishing the will to proceed? For most, PMC is unlikely to be 

an automatic response—it requires practice. To sustain such efforts, people need to be aware that 

their initial response may not be the desire to act.  

To garner the desire they may look to some other aspect of their moral identity (Whitbourne, 

1986). This may be fueled by internal scripts that bolster resolve, such as “even if I didn’t feel 

like it,” or “no matter what happens.” As managers struggle to form their desires and reasoning, 

they must also work to sustain habits that support PMC in daily tasks. Routine efforts to maintain 

the behavior can fortify response actions toward becoming automatic. The crucial nature of 

continual practice is underscored when facing ethical challenges, because these situations may 

require fortitude in defying convention or authority. Kidder’s (2005) treatise depicts moral 

courage as the “intersection between three conceptual fields: principles, danger, and endurance” 

(p. 73). This ability to endure despite fear (Rachman, 1990) is particularly important in 

hierarchical organizations, where principles of duty include adherence to upper-level command. 

This quote captures the difficulty in these situations: 

…it was kind of like a no-man's land. Until he'd (the CO) made that decision not 

to go out, it was kind of lonely. Yeah, definitely it's not a comfortable zone to be 

in. But going back to what I said about having a feeling that I was grounded in…I 

was on solid ground in the decision I made…(but) it was definitely aloneness in 

knowing that the decision could go either way.  

 

PMC requires that managers work to sustain their will as they deal with negative or social self-

conscious emotions and the internal strife that may emerge. In another example, the manager 

feels the need to go against his CO who wants him to bend the rules about how pay will be 

disbursed. He is concerned about breaking the rules, yet he is also worried about the potential  
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risks involved in choosing not to obey orders: 

I was very worried how it was going to affect my evaluations…The immediate 

concerns were for my future. How is he (CO) going to react to it? Not so much 

about my peers, but just is he going to retaliate?   

 

A reoccurring issue in moral agents’ scenarios was this fear of alienation if one reports the 

unethical actions of others. However, as presented here, the perception of such threats can be 

overcome by a supportive organizational culture:   

I think people will be more hesitant to report unethical situations for fear. (It has 

to do with climate.) What I mean by command climate is that if your command is 

very supportive on ethical issues, and in doing the right thing because it's the right 

thing all the time, I think you're going to find more people inclined to report 

unethical issues. 

 

The irony is that if senior officials help create the culture and they are the one engaging in 

unethical activities, then managerial resources must be that much stronger. Taken together, this 

culminates in the third theme, stated as: In the context of work performance, the manager 

proceeds with moral action, despite significant obstacles and the potential threat to self. 

Goes Beyond Compliance 

 

Those who engaged in a moral response to an ethical challenge seem to use a proactive  

approach. More specifically, they go beyond the desire to avoid unethical behavior and want to 

do more than abide by standards of compliance. Regulation theory (Higgins, 1998; 2000) has 

been used to show how ethical regulation orientations can be identified (Sekerka & Zolin, 2005). 

As applied to moral behavior, a prevention focus works to safeguard against failure, to ensure 

safety, and to address duty and responsibilities to maintain order and stability. While this 

approach is essential toward establishing norms, to create order and control that prevent 

unethical behavior, it is unlikely to support PMC in practice. A promotion focus, one that 
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incorporates moral aspirations, may help support the will to face an ethical challenge and engage 

in the moral decision-making path and to form a moral response. Moral agents appear to have an 

ability incorporate both orientations. For example, this manager looks to the rules, but also goes 

beyond them, working to ascertain right action by considering their “spirit” or intention. Here, he 

describes how acceptance of personal responsibility exceeds compliance: 

…look at the spirit of the rules and regulations in my position as a steward of the 

public trust. What is the spirit of the entire thing look like? Could this have all 

been totally innocent? Absolutely. But in that specific point in time, I weighed the 

balance of appearance of impropriety versus hey, let's just play it safe. 

 

Another manager describes his new role as ship’s Supply Officer, “I had to go in and look, 

and learn, and understand, and try to figure stuff out, whereas other guys come in and the rules 

are already written, processes are in place, and they just kind of take over.... I had to set it up 

clean, and it was my shop.” He finds he not only has to re-establish appropriate norms, but also 

establish buy-in to instill a “cleaned up” process, which shows a broader view of ethics per se. 

This is underscored by another manager, who refers to an ability to “step up to the plate” when 

necessary. He describes witnessing the Captain verbally abuse a seaman. He sees the need to 

take action, despite the fact that other senior officers are standing by:  

…my immediate reaction was this is wrong. This is not right, what he's doing.  

And that no one was standing up to the Captain, including the command Master 

Chief. No one was saying anything. No one was trying to—not even the executive 

officer was trying to divert the situation to some more friendly environment, so to 

speak. So I felt that I had…that I had a responsibility to step up to the plate and 

say, ‘Hey, this is not right, why don't we take this offline and we can discuss this 

later.’  

 

Sometimes going beyond compliance is expressed through compassion or empathy. In 

reflecting on his motivations, this manager puts himself in the other person’s shoes, taking a 

different perspective to derive his response: 
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So I weighed those things…am I going to be the department head's boy and do 

everything he says?...(Do I) actually practice what I preach?...I took that approach 

and put myself in his shoes, and if I was that young kid, what difference is it 

going to make in his career. What would he want? What would I want if I was in 

his shoes? And I would want my Division Officer to represent me and help me 

out with this situation? 

 

This gives rise to the fourth theme of PMC, stated as: In the context of work performance, 

the manager goes beyond ethical duty as prescribed by rules, regulations, and compliance-based 

measures, aspiring to achieve moral action.  

Moral Goal 

Finally, the fifth theme addresses how moral agents are driven by virtuous ends (Kateb, 

2003). In returning to the first situation, where the supplier wants to take the senior officers out 

for a night on the town, the manager’s motives are to ensure a fair contract renewal process: 

Contract renewal time came up. I couldn't tell the old man (CO) how to, what 

input he should make. But I knew whatever input he did make, based on that 

husbanding agent's (supplier) performance, it wasn't due to any one specific point 

in time, four or five weeks earlier, where he showed him a good time on the town.   

 

In another example, the moral agent proceeds toward moral action, even it defies social  

norms. Suspecting his Senior Officer of having an extramarital affair (against regulations), he  

considers the larger implications:     

Lead by example. Compliance with Navy regulations. Obviously, stopping this 

inappropriate behavior…it could have been an example for the rest of the ship 

that we will not tolerate this type of behavior…and perhaps it did break their 

relationship up and maybe I saved some people's marriages. 

 

Similarly, this situation involves a senior officer’s unethical behavior. In this case, it is an 

apparent drinking problem. In taking action, the manager states: 
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I was thinking about how he could possibly put himself or others into danger, 

compromise safety…he might have an accident…hurt himself, hurt people...I felt 

that I had to do something. (Speaking out) was obviously good leadership, lead by 

example, possibly it saved this individual's life, and other people, it brought the 

awareness that this does occur, and that there is a mechanism in place to report 

this…I didn't do this for personal gain, I did it more for trying to help the 

individual, because I felt that he did have an urgent problem, and maybe he didn't 

know how to get help.  

 

As evidenced by the moral agents, managers with PMC have intentions based upon moral 

motivations. Thus, the final theme is stated as: In the context of work performance, the 

manager’s response is based upon virtuous motives. 

The results conclude with an integration of the themes, describing PMC as: When faced with 

an ethical challenge in the context of work performance, the person consistently strives to 

achieve moral agency, by drawing upon personal, professional, and organizational moral 

principles. And, despite the potential threat to self, they go beyond compliance to achieve a 

moral action, engaging in a response based upon virtuous motives. 

 

Discussion 

With a description in hand, it is clear that having the will to engage is an essential first step 

for PMC. But the process is fraught with influences that may curtail a desire to proceed—at any 

time. Such challenges are likely to require cognitive and emotional endurance. To sustain one’s 

commitment to right action, managers may have to control some thoughts and feelings, while 

bolstering others, to achieve their moral goal. This suggests that self-regulation, having an ability 

to restrain some desires while creating others in the process of establishing the motivation to act 

(Baumeister & Exline, 1999), is an important aspect of PMC as a practice. Positive psychologists 

have described how this capability is important when moving from issue awareness to the 

morally courageous action (Sekerka & Bagozzi, 2007). Self-regulation has been categorized by 
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leadership and management researchers as a competency, or an underlying characteristic, 

resource, or ability that can be useful in achieving effective performance (Boyatzis, 1982; Manz, 

1986). In fact, it is considered so important to human functioning, that Baumeister and Exline 

(2000) propose that it may be the master virtue, inasmuch as the process can move individuals to 

overcome selfish impulses for the sake of others. 

We know that current states or responses can be regulated, which include thoughts, feelings, 

desires, and actions. The ability to do so, however, requires the capacity to change one’s initial 

response to a given situation (Baumeister & Vohs, 2004) so as to prevent negative outcomes or 

to achieve positive ones. Therefore, to habitually pursue acts of PMC, people must consistently 

work to postpone tendencies that deter involvement, bolster their will to engage, and manage 

their emotions (Salovey, Mayer, & Caruso, 2002; Goleman, 2004). This requires personal 

control and restraint, coupled with an ability to know when to act. To master this capability, 

people need development and practice.  

Building PMC in the Workplace 

To instill individual and organizational development, methods from change management can 

be employed to generate participation, reflection, and dialogue. Balanced experiential inquiry 

(BEI) is an educational intervention designed especially for ethics awareness and development, 

drawing upon two of the core change technologies to establish its theoretical foundation. 

Complemented by features gleaned from experiential learning theory (Kolb, 1985), BEI serves as  

a starting point to help promote organizational learning and to cultivate moral strength in the  

workplace.  

Traditional interventions often begin with diagnostics to determine the source of dysfunction. 

From here, causal analyses and problem-solving efforts are deployed to improve the system 
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(Kotter, 1998). Alternatively, Appreciative Inquiry (AI; Cooperrider, Whitney, & Stavros, 2003) 

is a method that draws on existing strengths within the system to instill change. Prior research 

shows that both techniques have merits (Sekerka et al., 2007), and each have value to promote 

ethics change (cf Van Vuuren & Crous, 2005). However, given that ethical risks pose a threat, 

the consideration of dysfunction is essential for a fully integrated ethics program. Therefore, 

rather than privileging the positive (Fineman, 2006), BEI builds the organization’s moral 

foundation by leveraging growth from its existing practices—strengths and weaknesses alike. By 

weaving the two approaches together, a hybrid technique helps employees identify where ethical 

improvements are needed, while also encouraging them to build the capacity for moral strength. 

BEI helps participants address workplace ethics by bringing forward their systemic realities. 

The process begins with paired discussions, and through these conversations and follow on 

facilitated group dialogue, the individual, social, and cultural factors that promote or curtail 

moral action are identified and examined (see Appendix). This activity helps foster relatedness, 

as people find similarities in others’ circumstances. As participants connect through common 

experiences, issues that are kept private are more likely to be brought forward for discussion. By 

broaching the subject from two vantage points, a safe forum is established where ethical issues 

can surface and participants can learn what factors support or block their will to engage. When 

people reflect on their perceptions, response actions, and practices, unconscious motives can be 

brought forward. Participants self-identify how and why they decided to act, and in so doing, 

both thoughts and behaviors that drive routines and norms become visible. Thus, BEI gives 

managers a process where they can examine what blocks and supports their ability to proceed 

with PMC, and underscores the relevance of self-regulation. Unlike the classic case study 

method, BEI ushers forward incongruence that’s in the system and makes exemplars explicit. As 
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an educational intervention, BEI establishes the integration of both the positive and negative as 

areas for ethics development and cooperative learning. This holistic approach is essential if 

positive psychology and its specialized disciplines hope to understand how disorder and 

dysfunction fit with achievement, aspirations, and performance (Linely et al., 2006).  

As Aristotle suggested long ago, if you want to be moral, you need to act moral. By 

implication, if PMC is to become routine, professionals need to practice ethics through dialogue, 

reflection, and discovery. Because BEI fosters systems thinking and personal responsibility, 

participation is likely to support the practice of PMC. But without a broader systemic change to 

the organization’s ethics culture, individual actions may be difficult.   

Creating a Proactive Ethical Culture 

As one officer suggested, the “command climate” helps to shape managers’ will to engage in 

moral action. Therefore, a proactive ethics culture—one that encourages autonomous moral 

action—is essential if PMC is to evolve as a workplace practice. To create cultures of moral 

strength, a focus on compliance needs to be expanded so that processes, norms, and performance 

support moral responsibility and action. While directives are typically outlined in corporate 

values and mission statements, systemic policies, processes, and practices, may not reflect a 

congruent message (Argyris & Schön, 1996). And, if stated values are left uncultivated, they can 

become devalued through social norms; especially when task accomplishment becomes more 

important than how the task is achieved. With organizational ethics typically framed from a legal 

standpoint, this underscores that managers should avoid unethical behavior rather striving to 

achieve moral action (Sekerka & Zolin, 2005). Rather than aspiring to create contexts that 

encourage PMC or the desire to develop moral agents, ethical performance is ensured by training 

requirements and adhering to compliance standards. Although organizational values and 
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professional identity aims are high, ethics can become objectified into rules that do not address 

or develop moral competencies in task actions. As a result, there may be limited motivation for 

employees to engage in behaviors that contribute to the organization’s moral strength. 

--Insert Figure 1 about here-- 

To address this concern, Figure 1 illustrates how organizational ethics can be expanded. 

Current efforts tend to exert control by imposing a legal moral minimum as the basis for ethical 

behavior. In this type of environment, the desire to engage in PMC is left up to the individual. 

Given the ethical challenges present in today’s workplace, people must take an interest, get 

involved, and assume responsibility for their moral agency. But to do so they need organizational 

contexts that support such efforts. Proactive ethics complements the current compliance 

approach, integrating prevention and promotion.  

Regardless of their current state, we know that organizations are not closed or static—they 

are living systems. Therefore, development is possible. Through systems dynamics, members 

can co-create change through engagement in processes that stimulate reflection, dialogue, and 

organizational learning. While systems thinking applied to organizational change (Senge, 1999) 

can help broaden the depth and breadth of ethical awareness, individual responsibility remains at 

the core of PMC. Yet we know that the self does not precede social experience, but develops out 

of it (Mead, 1950). As Werhane (2002) suggests, we are products of, characters in, and authors 

of our own experiences. Therefore, if we hope to advance moral strength in organizations, 

managers need to examine, evaluate, critique, and co-create the means to establish moral 

development in their units or departments, and within themselves. Going beyond the moral 

minimum means broadening and building the focus to include habits that support PMC as a 

practice.  
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Concluding Remarks 

For PMC to become habituated, individuals must maintain their will to engage in moral 

action. To develop this capability, managers can practice by becoming aware of and more open 

about the issues they face through reflection and dialogue. However, such efforts must be 

coupled with organizational processes, policies, and norms that support them. Otherwise, limited 

development will transpire. Without aligned goals, strategies, and performance standards, 

compliance-based routines are likely to remain, and expanded aims to promote moral strength 

are unlikely to be achieved. To help establish cultures that foster proactive ethics, educational 

interventions such as BEI may be useful. But if a shift in perceptions and behaviors is to be 

accepted and sustained, leaders must drive the change, which need to be followed by efforts that 

are cooperatively designed and operated by managers and employees.  

Findings from this study were limited because of the single population studied. While the 

sample was representative of U.S. military commands, additional research must include more 

diverse populations and address potential gender and cultural differences. In addition, other 

professions and job roles must be considered, as well as different organizational types and  

structures. Despite these limitations, this chapter provides an important starting point toward 

understanding PMC as a management practice. Future research must continue to empirically 

study PMC, moral development, and moral competencies such as self-regulation that support 

moral agency in the workplace. Moreover, techniques such as BEI need to be tested to establish 

both short- and long-term impacts. 

As Woreline (2002) and her colleagues explain, we will only achieve the highest levels of 

organizational performance by understanding the factors that foster people’s abilities to respond 

to challenges with courage, and broaden their capacity for agency, connection, and change. 
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Leaders can begin the development of moral strength in their organizations by ensuring that 

moral performance is an expected and tracked objective. But how PMC is valued and rewarded 

as a practice will be revealed in how managers are supported before, during, and after their 

decisions to engage in moral actions. Proactive ethics will likely be determined by how leaders 

treat those who engage in PMC. Their response will send a message, which will bear an 

influence on the development of norms that shape the ethical culture of the entire organization.  

 

References 

Abelson, R. P. 1981. Psychological status of the script concept. American Psychologist, 36, 715-

729. 

Argyris, C., & Schön, D. A. 1996. Organizational learning II: Theory, method and practice. 

Reading, MA: Addison-Wesley.   

Aristotle. 1985. Nicomachean Ethics. Translated by T. Irwin. Indianapolis: Hackett Publishing 

Co. 

Baumeister, R. F., & Exline, J. J. 1999. Virtue, personality and social relations: Self-control as 

the moral muscle. Journal of Personality, 67, 1165-1194. 

Baumeister, R. F., & Exline, J. J. 2000. Self-control, morality, and human strength. Journal of  

Social & Clinical Psychology. Special Issue: Classical Sources of Human Strength: A  

Psychological Analysis, 19(1): 29-42. 

Baumeister, R. F., & Vohs, K. D. 2004. Handbook of self-regulation: Research, theory, and  

applications. New York: Guildford Press. 

Boyatzis, B. E. 1982. The competent manager: A model for effective performance. New York:  

Wiley.  



 22 

Boyatzis, R. E. 1998. Transforming qualitative information, Sage: Thousand Oaks, CA. 

Cameron, K., Dutton, J. E., & Quinn, R. E. (Eds.) 2003. Positive organizational scholarship:  

Foundations of a new discipline. San Francisco, CA: Berrett-Koehler. 

 

Carlson, D. S., Kacmar, K. M., & Wadsworth, L. L. 2002. The impact of moral intensity  

dimensions on ethical decision making: Assessing the relevance of orientation. Journal of  

Managerial Issues, 14(1), 15-31. 

Cavanaugh, G. F., & Moberg, D. J. 1999. The virtue of courage within the organization. In M. L.  

 Pava and P. Primeaus (Eds.), Research in ethical issues in organizations, 1, pp.1-25. 

Greenwich, CT: JAI Press. 

Cooperrider, D. L., Whitney, D., & Stavros, J. M. 2003. Appreciative Inquiry handbook: The 

first in a series of AI workbooks for leaders of change. Bedford Heights, OH: Lakeshore 

Publishers. 

Copeland, J. 2003. Post-Enron challenges for the auditing profession: Accountability. Vital  

speeches of the Day, 69(12), 360-365. 

Davis, M. A., & Frederick, W. C. 1984. Business and society: Management, public policy, ethics 

(5
th

 ed.). New York: McGraw-Hill. 

Fineman, S. 2006. On being positive: Concerns and counterpoints. Academy of Management 

 Review, 31(2), 270-291. 

Flanagan, J. C. 1982. The critical incident technique. Psychological Bulletin, 4, 327-358. 

Gable, S. L., & Haidt, J. 2005. What (and why) is positive psychology? Review of General 

Psychology, 9, 103-110.  

Gecas, V. 2000. Value identities, self-motives, and social movements. In S. Stryker, T. J. Owens,  

 and R. W. White (Eds.), Self, identity, and social movements (pp. 93-109). Minneapolis, MN:  



 23 

 University of Minnesota Press. 

Gioia, D. A., & Poole, P. P. 1984. Scripts in organizational behavior. Academy of Management 

Review, 9, 449-459. 

Goleman, D. 1998. What makes a leader? Harvard Business Review, 76(6), 92-103.  

Grant, C. 2002. Whistle blowers: Saints of secular culture. Journal of Business Ethics, 39(4): 

391-400. 

Harris, H. 1999. Courage as a management virtue. Business & Professional Ethics Journal, 

18(3/4), 27. 

Hesselbein, F. 2005. The leaders we need. Leader to Leader, 35, 4-6. 

 

Higgins, E. T. 1998. Promotion and prevention: Regulatory focus as a motivational principle. In 

M. P. Zanna (Ed.) Advances in experimental psychology, Volume 30, (pp. 1-46). San Diego, 

CA: Academic Press.  

Higgins, E. T. 2000. Making a good decision: Value from fit. American Psychologist, 55(11), 

1217-1230. 

Irvin, L. 2002. Ethics in organizations: A chaos perspective. Journal of Organizational Change 

Management, 15(4), 359-382. 

Kateb, G. 2004. Courage as a virtue. Social Research, 71(1), 39-72. 

Kidder, R. M. 2005. Moral courage. New York: HarperCollins. 

Kolb, D. 1985. Experiential learning: Experience as the source of learning and development. 

Upper Saddle River, NJ: Prentice-Hall. 

Kotter, J. 1998. Leading change: Why transformation efforts fail. Harvard Business Review on 

Change (pp. 1-20). Boston MA: Harvard Business School Publishing.  

Linely, P. A., Harrington, J. S., & Wood, A. M. 2006. Positive psychology: Past, present, and  



 24 

 (possible) future. Journal of Positive Psychology, 1(1), 3-16. 

Luthans, F. 2002. Positive organizational behavior: Developing and managing psychological  

 

 strengths. Academy of Management Executive, 16, 57-72. 

 

Manz, C. C. 1986. Self-leadership: Toward an expanded theory of self-influence processes in 

  organizations. Academy of Management Review, 11(3), 585-601. 

Mead, G. H. 1950. Mind, self, and society. Chicago, IL: University of Chicago. 

Miller, R. 2005. Moral courage: Definition and development. Washington DC: Ethics Resource  

 

 Center. 

 

Moriarity, S. 2000. Trends in ethical sanctions within the accounting profession. Accounting  

 Horizons, 14(4), 427-440. 

Near, J. P., & Miceli, M. P. 1995. Effective whistle-blowing. Academy of Management Review, 

20(3), 679-709. 

Nielsen, R. P. 1989. Changing unethical organizational behavior. Academy of Management Executive, 

3(2), 123-131. 

Pears, D. 2004. The anatomy of courage. Social Research, 71(1), 1-12. 

 

Peterson, C. 2000. The future of optimism. American Psychologist, 55, 44-55. 

 

Peterson, C., & Seligman, M. E. P. 2004. Character strengths and virtues: A classification and  

 

 handbook. Washington, DC: American Psychological Association. 

 

Peterson, C., & Park, N. 2004. Classification and measurement of character strengths:  

 Implications for practice. In P. A. Linley and S. Joseph (Eds.) Positive Psychology in 

Practice, pp.433-446. Hoboken, NJ: John Wiley & Sons, Inc. 

Phillips, M. 2002. Global rules for corporate accountability: The proposal to establish a corporate  

 accountability convention. Multinational Monitor, 23(10), 12. 



 25 

Rachman, S. J. 1990. Fear and courage. (2
nd

 ed.). New York: W. H. Freeman and Company. 

Rest, J. R. 1986. The major component of morality. In W.M. Kurtines & J.L. Gerwitz (Eds.),  

 Morality, moral behavior, and moral development (pp. 24-38). New York: Wiley. 

Salovey, P., Mayer, J. D., & Caruso, D. 2002. The positive psychology of emotional intelligence. 

In C. R. Snyder and S. J. Lopez, Handbook of positive psychology (pp. 159-171). New York: 

Oxford University Press. 

Sekerka, L. E., & Bagozzi, R. P. 2007. Moral courage in the workplace: Moving to and from the  

 desire and decision to act. Business Ethics: A European Review, 16(2), 132-142. 

Sekerka, L. E., Brumbaugh, A., Rosa, J., & Cooperrider, D. 2006. Comparing Appreciative 

Inquiry to a diagnostic technique in organizational change: The moderating effects of gender. 

International Journal of Organization Theory and Behavior, 9(4), 449-489.  

Sekerka, L. E., & Fredrickson, B. L. 2007. Creating transformative cooperation through positive  

emotions, Chapter 7, pp. 151-169. In S. K. Piderit, R. E. Fry, and D. L. Cooperrider (Eds.) A 

Handbook of Transformative Cooperation: New Designs and Dynamics, Stanford, CA: 

University Press.   

Sekerka, L. E., & Zolin, R. 2005. Proactive versus reactive approaches to ethical dilemmas:  

 Battling moral mediocrity with professional courage. Business & Professional Ethics 

Journal, 24(4).   

Senge, P. M. 1990. The fifth discipline: The art and practice of the learning organization. New  

 York: Doubleday. 

Shelp, E. E. 1984. Courage: A neglected virtue in the patient-physician relationship. Social 

Science and Medicine, 18(4), 351-360. 

Solomon, R. C. 1998. The moral psychology of business: Care and compassion in the  



 26 

 corporation. Business Ethics Quarterly, 8(3), 515-534. 

Srivastva, S., & Cooperrider, D. L. (Eds.). 1998. Organizational wisdom and executive courage 

(1
st
 Ed.). San Francisco, CA: The New Lexington Press. 

Steenhaut, S., & van Kenhove, P. 2006. An empirical investigation of the relationships among a 

consumer’s personal values, ethical ideology and ethical beliefs. Journal of Business Ethics, 

64(2), 137. 

Strauss, A., & Corbin, J. 1990. Basics of qualitative research: Grounded theory procedures and 

techniques. Newbury Park, CA: Sage. 

Trevin o, L. K., & Victor, B. 1992. Peer reporting of unethical behavior: A social context 

perspective. Academy of Management Journal, 35(1), 38-65. 

Verschoor, C. C. 2004. Toward a corporation with conscience. Strategic Finance, 85(7), 20.   

Verschoor, C. C. 2003. Eight ethical traits of healthy organization. Strategic Finance, 85(3) 20- 

  

 30. 

 

Velasquez, M. G. & Rostankowski, C. 1985. Ethics: Theory and practice. Englewood Cliffs, NJ: 

Prentice-Hall. 

Van Vuuren, L. J. V., & Crous, F. 2005. Utilizing Appreciative Inquiry (AI) in creating a shared  

meaning of ethics in organizations, Journal of Business Ethics, 57(4), 399-410. 

Walton, D. N. 1986. Courage: A philosophical investigation. Berkeley, CA: University of 

California Press. 

Werhane, P. H. 2002. Moral imagination and systems thinking. Journal of Business Ethics, 

38(1/2) Part 2/3, 33-43. 

Whitbourne, S. K. 1986. The me I know: A study of adult identity. New York: Springer-Verlag. 



 27 

Wolgast, E. 1992. Ethics of an artificial person: Lost responsibility in professions and 

organizations. Stanford, CA: Stanford University Press. 

Worline, M. C., Wrzesniewski, A., & Rafaeli, A. 2002. Courage and work: Breaking routines 

 to improve performance. In R. Lord, R. Klimoski, & R. Kanfer (Eds.), Emotions in the  

 Workplace: Understanding the structure and role of emotions in organizational behavior. 

 San Francisco, CA: Jossey-Bass. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 28 

Appendix 

Introduction to Balanced Experiential Inquiry  

 

Set up:   

 

1. Read the scenario and discussion questions.  

2. Reflect on your experiences.  

3. Share an example with your partner and answer the questions together. 

4. Prepare to share your findings with the group. 

 

Scenario:  

 

Think back to a time in your career when you were faced with an ethical challenge. The situation 

may have presented a conflict between your personal, professional, and organizational values. It 

was likely that some level of tension was present when you worked to determine the right steps 

for action. For example, there may have been tension between doing what you thought you 

should do and what organizational norms suggested. It may have seemed as though all your 

options would impose undesirable consequences. Or perhaps you were torn, having to choose 

between two competing needs, both equally necessary. Perhaps there was a discrepancy between 

your personal ideology and the organization’s goals, or what others were doing. In short, it was 

hard know what to do, how to best resolve the situation, and it was difficult to take action.  

 

Discussion Questions: 

 

1. What was the ethical challenge? 

2. What were you thinking and feeling? 

3. What supported or curtailed your ability to engage in moral action?  

4. What about the command climate supported or curtailed your taking action? 
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Figure 1. Proactive Organizational Ethics   

 

|----------------Compliance Approach---------|---------Proactive Approach--------------------| 
                                    

 

Moral Weakness 
(Unethical Action) 

 

 

Moral Minimum  
(Absence of Unethical Action) 

 

Moral Strength 
(Professional Moral Courage) 

 

 

Disobedience managed  

via enforcement 

 

 

Obedience managed  

via control 

 

 

Achievement managed  

via development 

 

 

Does harm 

 

Does no harm 

 

Reduces harm to others 

 

 

Avoidance Orientation 

 

Prevention Orientation 

 

Promotion Orientation 

 

 

 

 

  


