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Abstract—The negative impact of corporations on societies have become an increasing concern to scholars and stakeholders. 
Business leaders often engage in decisions and conducts that are unethical resulting to society paying the price of such 
engagements both now and in future.  This paper x-rays the concept of ethical leadership; the distinguishing features of ethical 
leadership, the role of ethical leaders on corporate sustainability, conclusion and recommendations. The business leaders are 
expected to be individuals with strong moral characters and serve their organizations in a way that will create culture which 
values corporate sustainability. The paper concludes that ethical leadership approach benefits both organizations and corporate 
environment. 
 
Index Terms—Ethical Leadership, Good Conduct, Corporate Sustainability. 
 
I. INTRODUCTION 
 
In the contemporary world corporations have become 
a very decisive component of every society. The 
indispensability of corporations in today’s world is as 
a result of the ability of organizations to become a 
successful strong dynamic tool for transformation of 
every facet of societies’ resources into wealth. The 
actions of corporations has actually become an 
influencing factor on how societies live [8]. The 
actions could be positive or negative and its outcome 
has very serious effects on societies. Unfortunately, 
the behaviors of many corporations in recent years 
have generated wide range of problems which affects 
societies negatively. Thus the effects have become a 
source of major concern to all stakeholders including 
researchers [10, 3, and 10]. 

 
The observed negative conducts have led to failures of 
many corporations such as Enron, Parmalat, Global 
crossing, WorldCom, Tyco international, Health south, 
also in Malaysia Transmile and numerous corporate 
failures Africa [15, 18 and 20]. The negative actions of 
corporations especially in Africa has made various 
governments in the continent to initiate measures to 
bring about effective change that will sustain the 
environment, ensuring continued existence of human 
beings and society, promoting just society as well as 
creation of jobs that will satisfy people’s desire for life 
fulfillment. The measures taken includes introduction 
and adoption of corporate governance national reports 
as well as regional and continental measures aimed at 
regulating national codes of corporate governance in 
African countries. The mechanisms aim to ensure 
corporate sustainability by defining how the 
relationship between corporate governance and 
business ethics is being perceived by stakeholders [21]. 
According to [21] many countries in Africa that have 
introduced code of conduct includes  Kenya (Private 

Sector Corporate Governance Trust ,-PSCGT, 1999), 
Malawi (Corporate Governance Task Force, 2001), 
Nigeria (Code of Corporate Governance in Nigeria, 
2003), Mauritius (Report on Corporate Governance 
for Mauritius, 2003),  South Africa’s King report (IoD 
of South Africa, 1994, 2002), Tanzania (Steering 
Committee on Corporate Governance in Tanzania, 
2000), Uganda (Manual on Corporate Governance and 
Codes of Conduct), Zimbabwe (Principles for 
Corporate Governance in Zimbabwe, nd.), Zambia 
(IoD of Zambia, 2000) and Ghana (Manual on 
Corporate Governance in Ghana, 2000).  
However, for the measures introduced to work as 
intended, it requires an effective leadership model in 
organizations whose actions and conducts creates 
culture that can ensure sustainability across 
organizational levels. This paper discusses the concept 
of ethical leadership; the distinguishing features of 
ethical leadership, the role of ethical leaders on 
sustainability, conclusion and finally 
recommendations. The objective is to discuss in 
details the concept of ethical leadership, the characters 
and its effects on corporate sustainability. 
Organizational leaders are expected to display strong 
moral character in management process so as to 
achieve organizational objectives while at same time 
enhance corporate sustainability. This paper therefore, 
increases theoretical understanding of the concept of 
ethical leadership and how the theory can be used as 
effective leadership model to enhance corporate 
sustainability in Africa.  
 
II. LITERATURE REVIEW 
 

A. CORPORATE SUSTAINABILITY 
Corporate sustainability is all about positive attitudes 
towards social integrity, economic well-being of all 
concerned stakeholders and society at large as well as 
corporate environment’s future. Corporate 
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sustainability can be define as a professional attitudes 
which produces long-term employees and clients 
values by ensuring an effective strategy towards the 
environment and other considerations that guarantees 
harmonious operation of business in line with cultural, 
social, and economic spheres. The definition 
collaborated with the notion that corporate 
sustainability implies actions visa-vis attitudes which 
ensures that current business decisions and 
development of today preserves the environment and 
society for future growth [9] WCED, 1989, [11; 3]. In 
this regard [16] observed the need for organizations to 
play considerate role towards the improvement of 
society. This suggests that organizations should put in 
place strategies aim at building a firm which promotes 
enduring transparency for the interest of shareholders, 
employees and society. The inherent characteristics of 
ethical leadership therefore, makes it effective 
leadership model needed in fostering corporate 
sustainability strategy that can create values for all 
concerned stakeholders. 
 
III. THE MEANING OF ETHICAL 
LEADERSHIP 
 
The realization of organizational objectives require 
leadership whose actions and conducts creates value 
for sustainability. Ensuring that organizations act in an 
appropriate manner necessitates a leadership with 
ethical orientation [5]. This makes the concept of 
ethical leadership very germane in guaranteeing 
corporate sustainability. The ability of ethical 
leadership to not only do the right thing but 
communicates ethical principles to all stakeholders 
was well captured by [7 p 120] as “The demonstration 
of normatively appropriate conduct through personal 
actions and interpersonal relationships, and the 
promotion of such conduct to followers through 
two-way communication, reinforcement and, 
decision-making”. The leader in this case is aware of 
ethical values and through idealized influence 
motivates others to act in a manner that enhances 
corporate sustainability [5; 17]. It implies that 
demonstration of appropriate behavior by ethical 
leader through actions and interpersonal relationships 
and promoting such conducts on stakeholders through 
decision making, reinforcement, and two-way 
communication can indeed inspire organizational 
value for sustainability. 
The practical nature of ethical leadership to influence 
others behavior reflects its moral character. In view of 
this, [17]  posits that moral manager makes ethics 
clearly part of his or her leadership agenda by 
emphasizing on moral values, ethical ideals and by 
apparently and intentionally role modeling ethical 
behavior. The ethical leader’s possession of “right 
values” and “strong character” ensures that objectives 
are achieved without compromising ethical stand [12]. 
In other words, the leader’s attitudes discourages 
actions which do not enhance corporate sustainability. 

The moral values of the leader ensures that 
organizations adhere to rules and regulations put in 
place by society to promote good business 
environment. The ethical leaders must understand that 
the ability to take ethical decisions and conducts which 
ensures that utilization of all aspects of corporation’s 
resources in such manner that preserves corporate 
sustainability requires positive relationships with all 
concerned stakeholders. This makes good quality 
relationships anchored on trust, respect, honesty and 
integrity very crucial in determining organizational 
success [29]. The positive relationships creates value 
congruence as ethical leader considers the effect of 
organizational decisions on the society as well as 
clearly communicates to stakeholders how their 
actions at the firm can contribute to the general goals 
of the organization. This means that creation of values 
by corporate leaders must be encompassing and not 
negate other components of organizational well-being 
(Aras and [3]. The leader’s ethical approach creates 
organizational values for good business environment. 
Thus, ethical leaders can successfully realize 
organizational goals by working in appropriate way 
without jeopardizing corporate sustainability. 

Researchers believe that ethical leaders possess 
personality traits such as trustworthiness, integrity, 
honesty and cognitive trust [29 and 7] which are 
essential factors to both organizational performance 
and sustainability. This was established by [22] in 
their work aimed at understanding the concept of 
ethical leadership in which twenty senior executives 
and twenty ethics and compliance officers from 
different industries were studied through a structured 
interview. The researchers asked respondents to 
identify leaders whom they were familiar with and to 
answer broad questions about the characteristics, 
behaviors, and motives of that leader. The result 
indicates that personal characteristics like trustworthy 
and honesty are related to ethical leadership. 

Other characters of ethical leadership have been 
noted to include the leader’s openness, receptive and 
possession of traditional leadership attributes like 
honesty, integrity, and trustworthiness, setting ethical 
standards and ensuring adherence to ethical conduct 
(21; 22; 19;714, 29).  According to [22] ethical leader 
has the following qualities, 

i. Inspires subordinates’ ethical conduct 
ii. Thinks of others well-being when taking 

decisions 
iii. Makes promotion of ethical environment a 

priority 
iv. Sees education as very important 
v. Acts as ethical conduct officer 
vi. Epitomizes morality 
  

IV. EFFECTS OF ETHICAL LEADERSHIP ON 
CORPORATE SUSTAINABILITY 
 
Ethical leadership is known for idealize influence that 
stimulates employees’ job outcomes, willingness to 
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report problems, attitudes and conduct [19]. The 
ethical leaders’ integrity and strong commitment to 
realize objectives can influence stakeholders to 
respond to organizational vision and strategy for 
corporate sustainability [19].  The leaders also build 
culture of integrity that is consistent with moral 
obligation and by so doing makes adherence to 
principles of corporate sustainability an organizational 
norm. 
 
Furthermore, ethical leadership embody the vision, 
purpose and values of the organization and society 
within the scope of ethical standards. The leaders then 
connect the goals of the organization with 
expectations of society.  The importance of the 
synergy was highlighted by [14] as having effect on 
followers conduct because individuals who see their 
leaders as trustworthy tend to exhibit better levels of 
pro-social attitudes and conducts. The display of 
pro-social attitudes enables stakeholders to see 
themselves as both organizational and members of 
society. Understanding that the stakeholders are 
members of organization and society makes ethical 
leaders to encourage norm that do not focus on “social 
beneficial bottom- line” rather lay more emphasis on 
right way to achieve results in order to enhance 
continuous social existence [28]. This is to say that 
ethical leadership role modeling attribute reflects in 
people’s attitudes and mentality towards corporate 
sustainability. 
Another very crucial factor to ethical leadership ability 
to ensure corporate sustainability is trust. This 
assertion was collaborated by [29] in which the author 
posits that good ethical standard is necessary for 
corporate organizations due to its ability to bring about 
trust and commitment of all concerned shareholders 
which is necessary for performance and by extension 
sustainability. There is a recognition that 
organizations existence is a social contract which 
implies that society provides organizations with 
conducive atmosphere to operate. The firms in return 
must moderate its activities and actions in a direction 
which will lead to long term survival of the 
organizations so as to create social harmony [1, 27, 28, 
and 29]. Practically, the realization by organizational 
leaders that society trust corporations to operate in 
generally accepted norms can increase adherence to 
rules and regulations aimed at corporate sustainability. 
 
CONCLUSION 
 
Ethical leadership is stakeholder in organization who 
takes proactive actions which do not engender 
corporate sustainability.  The concept has been 
increasingly recognized as a necessary leadership 
model which promotes legitimate means of 
achievement. The leader must at all times emphasis 
ethical values, demonstrate appropriate conduct by 
putting in place mechanism for corporate 
sustainability and serve as role models. The ethical 

leaders must through attitudes and actions create a 
friendly corporate environment that guarantees 
business sustainability. 
Ethical leaders have strong ethical values” which  is 
regarded as important factor of leadership needed in 
modern corporations since unethical practices has 
been recognized as one of the major factors in almost 
all known instances of  corporate failures.  The 
promotion of corporate sustainability through ethical 
culture and appropriate actions is a more effective 
approach because it changes the mentality and mindset 
of stakeholders. Therefore, corporations should ensure 
that all concerned stakeholders participate in all 
necessary programmes towards corporate 
sustainability. This will serve as an opportunity for 
organizations to properly train as well as promote the 
importance of stakeholders to conduct organizational 
affairs in a manner that will bring success to both the 
firm and society. 

 
The organizational leaders must be made to be chief 
ethic officer of every corporation. This will ensure that 
leaders supervise adherence to all the rules of ethical 
codes set up by governing authorities, guidance on 
ethical standard, ensuring organizational ethical 
policies and implementation. Finally, further study 
should be conducted to determine the extent to which 
none realization of economic goals can affect 
shareholders support for ethical approach towards 
corporate sustainability. 
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