BUSHOR-1442; No. of Pages 11
Business Horizons (2017) xxx, xxx—xxx

Available online at www.sciencedirect.com

ScienceDirect
www.elsevier.com/locate/bushor

Transformational change and leader
character
Gerard H. Seijts *, Jeffrey Gandz
Ivey Business School, Western University, 1255 Western Road, London, Ontario N6G 0N1, Canada

KEYWORDS
Leadership;
Leader character;
Transformational
change;
Performance;
Leadership qualities

Abstract Leader character is foundational to good leadership. We deﬁne character
as an amalgam of virtues, values, and personality traits that inﬂuence how leaders
behave in various contexts. Our research identiﬁed 11 dimensions of leader character
and 60-plus character elements that are illustrative of those dimensions. We integrate two frameworks: John Kotter’s eight-step model of leading change and our
framework of leader character dimensions and associated elements. Speciﬁcally, the
objective of this article is to illustrate which dimensions of leader character come
into play at various points in the organizational change process and how their
presence or absence affects the outcomes of the change process. Beyond that,
we draw inferences about how organizations might develop character among all
leaders but especially those younger, less experienced leaders who will become
tomorrow’s leaders of change projects.
# 2017 Kelley School of Business, Indiana University. Published by Elsevier Inc. All
rights reserved.

1. Transformational change
As educators, researchers, and consultants, we
have worked with many organizations–—some successful, some not–—engaged in transformational
change. We have been brought in at various junctures: the very earliest stages of change, after
things started to go wrong and, occasionally, at
the salvage stage when it was clear the desired
change was not going to happen.
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Throughout, our ideas about leadership have
evolved and we have begun to place a strong emphasis on leader character in our research, student
programming, and outreach activities. Our interest
in leader character emerged from the 2008—2009
ﬁnancial crisis and a qualitative study we conducted
that focused on why some organizations in the
ﬁnancial sector failed or had near-death experiences while others prospered, avoiding risks that they
did not understand or could not manage (Gandz,
Crossan, Seijts, & Stephenson, 2010). In the course
of this study, leader character was a recurring
theme in our conversations with leaders in the
public, private, and not-for-proﬁt sectors. Based
on both qualitative and quantitative research since
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that time, we have deﬁned leader character as an
amalgam of virtues, values, and personality traits
that strongly inﬂuence how leaders behave in various contexts (e.g., Crossan et al., 2017; Crossan,
Seijts, & Gandz, 2016).
Most recently, we have been thinking and writing
about the connection between success in leading
deep and comprehensive change and the character
of those who succeed in change leadership roles. In
this article, we integrate two frameworks. The ﬁrst
framework is John Kotter’s (1996) eight-step model
of leading comprehensive change that, in one form
or another, is the starting place for most executives,
directors, entrepreneurs, consultants, or others
charged with leading change or helping others to
do so. The second framework (see Figure 1) is based
Figure 1.

on our own research on leader character and is
designed to give executives an accessible language
as well as a set of relevant behaviors associated
with character in the context of business organizations (Crossan et al., 2017; Crossan et al., 2016).
The leader character framework is based on
research with over 2,500 leaders from North America, Europe, Asia, and Latin America. The framework postulates that there are 11 dimensions of
leader character that inﬂuence individual and organizational outcomes independently and interactively. For example, effective coaching and
development requires the leader to act with integrity, courage, temperance, and humanity to get
meaningful results; successful team decision-making requires the leader to demonstrate collabora-

Character dimensions and associated elements
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tion, humility, accountability, and judgment; and
delivering a compelling presentation requires the
leader to display transcendence, drive, and integrity. Our research also identiﬁed a set of 60-plus
behaviors or character elements, which help individuals unpack character in a way that makes character-related leadership behaviors observable,
measurable, and actionable. We have been working
with organizations that have built explicit recognition of character in their leadership development
processes and are taking actions to enhance and
build stronger character in their leaders.
The objective of this article is to illustrate which
dimensions of leader character come into play at
various points in the organizational change process
and how their presence or absence affects the
outcomes of the change process. Beyond that, we
draw some inferences about how organizations
might develop character among younger, less experienced leaders who will become tomorrow’s leaders of change projects.

2. Leading change
Kotter identiﬁed eight steps in leading successful
organizational change. They are (Kotter, 1996):
1. Establish a sense of urgency; without this, the
momentum for change will die far short of the
ﬁnish line.
2. Create a guiding coalition–—a group of people with
a shared objective, the credibility to guide the
change process, and power. This is essential since
no leader can lead the change process alone.
3. Develop a vision and strategy, helping to break
through the myriad of internal and external
forces that support the status quo and encourage
individuals to initiate coordinated actions that
are necessary to move in the desired direction
for change.
4. Communicate the change vision, ensuring that
people in the organization both understand and
eventually accept the vision.
5. Empower employees for broad-based action.
This is intended to remove barriers to implementation of the change as well as build their engagement and commitment to seeing the process
through. These barriers may include structural
barriers, the lack of needed skills, and personnel
and information systems as well as managers
who discourage actions aimed at implementing
speciﬁc initiatives.
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6. Generate short-term wins to help build the credibility needed to sustain the efforts to bring
change to the organization. Visible, unambiguous wins create the necessary momentum that
propels the change forward.
7. Consolidate gains and produce more change to
prevent leaders from declaring victory too soon
and moving on. For example, deep and comprehensive change often involves multiple change
projects–—HR systems, reporting structures, integration of systems, and so forth.
8. Anchor new approaches in the culture so that
new practices can grow deep roots, including
newly desired behaviors. Absent deep roots,
these practices will be fragile and people may
revert to their old routines.

3. Leader character
Recent studies have shown that character is foundational to the quality of decision making and hence
an avenue through which organizations can enhance
performance (e.g., Bright, Cameron, & Caza, 2006;
Crossan et al., 2017; Sosik, Gentry, & Chun, 2012).
As we look back on major transformative changes,
we can see clearly the character dimensions identiﬁed in Figure 1 and how they played out in the
actions of those who led these changes. Below, we
describe the 11 dimensions of leader character and
their importance for change.

3.1. Drive
The leader strives for excellence, has a strong
desire to succeed, tackles problems with a sense
of urgency, and approaches challenges with energy
and passion. Without drive, leaders would not even
tackle change since, as Machiavelli said in The
Prince more than 500 years ago: “There is nothing
more difﬁcult to take in hand, more perilous to
conduct, or more uncertain in its success, than to
take the lead in the introduction of a new order of
things.” This certainly is what large-scale, transformative change is all about.

3.2. Collaboration
The leader values and actively supports the development and maintenance of positive relationships
among people, encourages open dialogue and does
not react defensively when challenged, and is able
to connect with others in a way that fosters the
productive sharing of ideas. While there are examples of change that are driven by individual leaders
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who act alone, most complex organizational change
requires teamwork, the formation of coalitions, and
acceptance of change by those affected by it. Real
collaboration is a prerequisite for acceptance.

3.3. Humanity
The leader demonstrates genuine concern and care
for others; appreciates and identiﬁes with others’
values, feelings, and beliefs; and understands that
people are fallible and offers opportunities for
individuals to learn from their mistakes. Inhumane
change such as ‘slash-and-burn’ tactics may be
powered through and may even be effective in
the short-term. However, it leaves a toxic and
corrosive culture that makes it more difﬁcult to
generate and implement subsequent change efforts.

3.4. Humility
The leader understands the importance of thoughtful examination of one’s own opinions and ideas;
does not consider oneself to be more important or
special than others; is respectful of others; and
appreciates others’ strengths and contributions.
Even the best change plans encounter problems
in their execution. Leaders who do not have the
humility to recognize their own errors and omissions
will not make the necessary course corrections to
ensure success.

3.5. Integrity
The leader holds oneself to a high moral standard and
behaves consistently with ethical standards even in
difﬁcult situations, is seen by others as behaving in a
way that is consistent with their personal values and
beliefs, and behaves consistently with organizational
policies and practices. When people feel misled,
manipulated, or sandbagged into accepting changes,
they will be lukewarm in their support or could turn
from supporters to resistors of the current and future
change efforts.

3.6. Temperance
The leader conducts oneself in a calm and composed manner, maintains the ability to think clearly
and responds reasonably in tense situations, completes work and solves problems in a thoughtful
manner, and stays grounded. Seldom does everything planned meticulously in a complex change
effort actually happen. Change sometimes requires
more patience, calmness, and preparedness to
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adjust to myriad actions and schedules . . . all of
which require a degree of temperance.

3.7. Justice
The leader ensures that individuals are treated
fairly and that consequences are commensurate
with contributions, provides others with the opportunity to voice their opinions on processes, provides
timely and candid explanations for decisions, and
seeks to redress wrongdoings inside and outside the
organization. When change is viewed as unjust by
those affected by it, their support may turn into
overt or covert resistance.

3.8. Accountability
The leader willingly accepts responsibility for decisions and actions, is willing to step up and take
ownership of challenging issues, reliably delivers on
expectations, and can be counted upon in tough
situations. Promoters of change must be prepared
to bear the consequences–—good or bad–—if they are
to be viewed as effective leaders.

3.9. Courage
The leader does the right thing even though it may
be unpopular or actively discouraged, or even result
in a negative outcome for him or her personally;
shows determination in confronting difﬁcult situations; and rebounds quickly from setbacks. Not all
resistance can be turned into support and not everyone will be happy with the change. Hence, it
takes courage to lead change.

3.10. Transcendence
The leader is generally appreciative of excellence,
whether in design or implementation, in a variety of
areas: the arts, literature, sports, public policy, or
business. Striving for excellence in both the substance and process of change means setting sights
high and taking the risk that the result may fall
somewhat short of the aspiration.

3.11. Judgment
The leader makes sound decisions in a timely manner based on relevant information and a critical
analysis of facts, appreciates the broader context
when reaching decisions, shows ﬂexibility when
confronted with new information or situations,
and reasons effectively in uncertain or ambiguous
situations. Judgment is required in every stage of
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the change leadership process, from envisioning the
change to celebrating its achievement.

4. Leader character and leading
change
More than one of these character dimensions may
be involved in each phase of the change process. In
the following examples, we have picked out those
dimensions that–—in our own experience and published reports and studies of change–—appear to
have been most important at each of the eight
stages of Kotter’s change model. Figure 2 summarizes the relative importance of each character
dimension in the change process.

4.1. Establishing a sense of urgency
Drive is essential to tackle challenges with a sense
of urgency. Leaders with drive approach challenges
with energy and passion and display a strong desire
to succeed. For example, Bill Gates has argued
repeatedly that the world needs a better warning
and response system for infectious diseases. His
calls for such a system intensiﬁed after the Ebola
epidemic that ravaged the lives of thousands of
people in Guinea, Liberia, and Sierra Leone. He
ﬁrmly believes that a major outbreak of an infectious disease, taking the lives of more than 10 million people per year, has a 50% chance of happening
in his lifetime. In a 2015 TED Talk, he demonstrated
such forward thinking–—transcendence–—and argued
Figure 2.

5
that time is not on our side and that we have to get
ready for the next epidemic that lies ahead.
Creating a sense of urgency also requires the
leader to be truthful and straightforward and to be
transparent even in the most challenging situations–
—to demonstrate integrity. For example, in 1992,
Arthur Martinez joined Sears as head of the merchandising group. The company had lost billions of dollars
the year prior. He made dramatic changes within the
ﬁrst few months in his new position as incremental
improvements were going to be insufﬁcient. For
example, among his ﬁrst decisions was to terminate
the Sears catalog, which had been in existence for
over 100 years. Martinez was quickly nicknamed “the
man who killed the catalog” and “the Ax from Saks”
because of the deep cuts he made in store operations
(Martinez, 2001). Few employees truly understood
the dire situation the company was facing in part
because of poor communication–—lack of candor–
—from the prior leadership. The many misconceptions
that employees held were addressed through candor
in communications in town halls and other forums
that created a sense of reality and urgency for change
throughout the company.

4.2. Creating a guiding coalition
Collaboration is an essential ingredient to make the
guiding coalition work. Those involved need to be
open-minded, ﬂexible, and collegial in their interactions. Antoni Cimolino is the artistic director of
the Stratford Shakespeare Festival in Stratford,
Ontario. One of his main objectives is to deﬁne a

The relative importance of each character dimension in the change process
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compelling vision for the play he directs. He insists
that theatre is a collaborative art form. He tells his
colleagues what kind of world he wants to create on
the stage. He then invites everybody into the conversation. In his words (Seijts, 2014, p. 282):

uncanny insight into how market forces and social
trends were changing the world around him. That
vision made Jobs, and Apple, virtually futureproof.” Jobs explained that vision is often the
product of a broad education (Wolf, 1996):

We want to be stars of our own movies. The
great gift for me was to realize there are many
people here, each carrying a different piece of
the jigsaw puzzle to the table and, if you really
want to make it work, each person plays a
part . . . I then realized that by enlisting people’s support and getting them to really want to
come to the table, we would ultimately have a
much better product—a better play.

Creativity is just connecting things . . . When
you ask creative people how they did something, they feel a little guilty because they
didn’t really do it, they just saw something.
It seemed obvious to them after a while. That’s
because they were able to connect experiences
they’ve had and synthesize new things. And the
reason they were able to do that was that
they’ve had more experiences or they have
thought more about their experiences than
other people.

However, recognizing that you can beneﬁt from other
people’s insights is not enough. Many individuals
simply will not risk disagreeing with the leader in
high-stake situations. The leader needs to create
channels for feedback and keep them open. As Narayana Murthy, co-founder of Infosys, said: “The day a
leader closes those feedback channels . . . is the day
when a leader’s power starts diminishing and he or
she starts doing things that are completely wrong”
(Seijts, 2014, p. 36). Leaders have to be reﬂective
and respectful as well as demonstrate an interest in
continuous learning (i.e., remain humble). Every
night when Murthy goes home, he makes a point of
helping to clean the bathrooms at his home. Why does
he pick up a toilet brush? Taking a lesson from Gandhi,
he tries to perform tasks that might be considered
beneath his elevated station in life as a reminder that
all contributions to the organization and society
should be valued.
Leaders also need to demonstrate temperance
when the guiding coalition is dealing with the myriad of challenges at hand. They remain disciplined
and stay on track in deﬁning the shared objective
and the ways in which it can be achieved. They
control strong emotions like anger or disappointment, especially when obstacles and setbacks are
encountered. For example, Germany’s Chancellor
Angela Merkel has been in charge of Europe’s biggest economy since 2000 and sets the political tone
on the continent. She led Germany and Europe
through a succession of daunting political, ﬁnancial,
economic and, most recently, human crises and
throughout the years has been the epitome of calmness and self-control.

This observation speaks to the dimension of transcendence and the elements of creativity and appreciation for experiences that are outside one’s
own area of expertise, as well as the dimension of
humility and the element of reﬂection.
A key requirement of any vision is that it reﬂects
a purpose that inspires employees on a personal
level. Daniel Akerson, former CEO of General Motors, led the company through dramatic change
after the automotive bailout. Employees were shaken when the company came out of bankruptcy. Many
feared for the long-term viability of the company
and hence their jobs. Akerson explained (Seijts,
2014, p. 57):
We lost our way and strove to ‘meet the market’ . . . That’s a ﬂawed strategy, a poor vision.
Employees see that; they are not inspired by
‘average’ and start to disengage. Today’s General Motors exhibits greater energy and enthusiasm because they see the efforts, and initial
success, to take our game to greater heights.
Good leaders have ﬁgured out that determination is
the fuel that makes success happen. It takes transcendence, drive, humility, and courage to formulate, communicate, and execute a bold vision for
change. Our own experience suggests that visions
proclaimed from on high are less effective than
those that are developed with the engagement of
those who will be affected by them, thus placing
great value on leaders who are willing to collaborate in the process of creating and promulgating
compelling visions (Gandz, 2009).

4.3. Developing a vision
4.4. Communicating the vision
Steve Jobs, co-founder of Apple, was widely seen as
one of the greatest visionaries and innovators in our
lifetime. Minda Zetlin (2015) wrote that “while
everyone else was living in the present, he had

Communication is essential in any leadership role
and its importance is elevated during organizational
change and crises (e.g., Gilley, Gilley, & McMillan,
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2009; Kotter, 1996). For example, leaders have to
keep employees informed in order to get their views
and input in developing speciﬁc ideas as to what
needs to be done further. Leaders also need to
communicate progress and the positive steps taken,
both to employees and external stakeholders. Any
leader who has difﬁculty in being truthful and
straightforward with others in trying situations is
at a disadvantage. Employees and the public expect
their leaders to be open and honest in relationships
and communications.
In 2010, Steinthor Palsson became the CEO of
Landsbankinn in Iceland. He left a senior position
with the pharmaceutical company Actavis and
signed on to build a bank worthy of respect out
of the ashes of Iceland’s oldest full-service ﬁnancial
institution. Among his ﬁrst priorities was to build
trust outside the bank by holding public meetings.
He did so despite the anger over what had happened
in the community, which posed a real threat to the
safety of bank employees. Many citizens had lost
their homes, their jobs, and all of their life savings.
This led them to vent their frustration at any banker
they encountered. Palsson explained that the
bank’s new management team had to show the
public that it was strong and ready to do what
was needed to regain trust. Hiding in the ofﬁce
would not have accomplished this. The media covered the meetings; the end result of the broad
consultation was that Palsson and his colleagues
gained credit from the public (Watson, 2014).
Furthermore, after numerous meetings with employees of the bank and citizens, Palsson and his
management team took out a two-page ad in Iceland’s newspapers listing 28 promises they were
making to their customers and the country. The
objective of the ad was to be transparent and to
hold the bank accountable for its actions over the
coming months. Palsson showed integrity, accountability, and courage.

4.5. Empowering others for broad-based
action
Change is greatly enabled when those who will be
affected by it are involved, engaged, and empowered to determine both the content and the process
of that change (e.g., Seijts & Roberts, 2011). Leaders need to have the courage to relinquish power to
others while retaining accountability for the outcomes of the change. A ﬁre at the head ofﬁce of
MDPSI, the ﬁnancial services arm of the Canadian
Medical Association with more than $30 billion of
physician’s investments under administration,
forced an evacuation. Within a couple of days,
the people who normally worked in the head ofﬁce
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had either been relocated to other ofﬁces in Ottawa, its parent organization’s ofﬁce building across
the street, or–—in the case of more than 400 people–
—had been asked to work from their homes, often in
less-than-ideal circumstances.
When it became obvious that the organization
would not be able to rebuild, renovate, and move
back into the head ofﬁce, the CEO and other members of the executive team decided on a bold move–
—to give employees the option of not having ofﬁces
but, rather, working from home and using a variety
of meeting rooms equipped with the very latest in
technology for tele- and videoconferencing. Each
employee could make this decision as well as decisions about working hours, breaks, vacation schedules, and time off from work. When they worked in
teams, either within their function or cross-functionally, the teams themselves had to ratify any
proposed working arrangement. Furthermore, employees could change the amount of ﬁxed versus
ﬂex time provided they could organize their work
properly and get the approval of their teams.
The decision to empower employees to make the
ﬁxed or ﬂex decision was made following numerous
employee interviews, focus groups, and surveys in
which employees at all levels–—from ﬁrst-line workers to senior executives–—were engaged and requested to give their views about the ﬁxedversus-ﬂex system as well as indicate their personal
preferences.
Based on these inputs, the company pushed
ahead with designing a refurbished building with
work spaces, lounges, mini-dining areas, advanced
telecommunications systems, and shared document
management systems. Because employees knew
that they would have choices about where, when,
and how to work, they threw themselves fully into
the task of designing their own workplace of the
future. It took just over a year for the new facilities
to be built and equipped.
Two years after the ﬁre, employee engagement
scores had surpassed the very high levels they were
at prior to the event and approximately 40% of the
employees had elected a ﬂex arrangement. While
productivity was very difﬁcult to measure, the CEO
believes it had gone up and felt that it was easier to
recruit new people to the organization. Most importantly, the elimination of physical zones based on
departments or functions had produced the kind of
cross-functional collaboration that was spawning
client-focused innovation and creativity.

4.6. Generating short-term wins
Our experience has shown that failure of a change
initiative can often be attributed to the lack of early
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wins despite signiﬁcant efforts of those tasked with
implementing the change. Employees would like to
see unambiguous improvements as a result of the
change if they are to remain engaged. The setting of
short-term goals and the associated wins are the
rallying points that the leader and the guiding
coalition should focus on. For example, Meg Whitman, who served as President and CEO of eBay,
strongly believes in metrics: “If it moves, measure
it” (Galbraith, 2011). For such measurement to
happen, the leader needs to demonstrate the character dimensions of drive, integrity, and accountability. That is, the leader needs to communicate
the goals and progress in an open and honest manner as well as take accountability for the execution
of the plan and the outcomes.
Of course, the leader also has to demonstrate
humility and be prepared to change the game plan if
the results prove to be disappointing. Last, the
leader has to show temperance. Wins should be
celebrated. However, one of the pitfalls of leading
change is to declare victory too soon. For example,
in an interview, former U.S. president George W.
Bush reﬂected on his speech aboard the USS Abraham Lincoln in which he announced an end to major
combat operations in Iraq (Mooney, 2008):
They had a sign that said ‘Mission Accomplished.’ It was a sign aimed at the sailors on
the ship, but it conveyed a broader knowledge.
To some it said, well, Bush thinks the war in Iraq
is over, when I didn’t think that. But nonetheless, it conveyed the wrong message.
The message that was sent to moms and dads was
that their sons and daughters stationed in Iraq
would be home soon. This did not prove to be the
case for many families as the vast majority of deaths
of U.S. military personnel occurred after the speech
during the Iraqi insurgency. To many people, it
appeared that Bush and his administration had been
overconﬁdent about the situation in Iraq. The message for organizational leaders is that they need to
be aggressive in the objectives they set for the
transformation yet demonstrate patience because
it typically takes years before the new practices are
ﬁrmly grounded in the organizational culture that is
envisioned.

4.7. Consolidating gains and producing
more change
Leaders accelerate the change plan to further increase momentum because doing so counters any
continuing resistance to change by employees. The
search for continuous improvement tackles the
structure, systems, and people that obstruct the

full implementation of the change initiative. Leaders bring not only drive to consolidating gains and
producing more change, but also transcendence.
For example, Ted Rogers was the founder, president, and CEO of Rogers Communications Inc. He
engaged in numerous initiatives to improve the
company’s reputation for customer service. Rogers
held the belief that every day you wake up, you
have to improve, because “if we don’t change . .
. [and] improve . . . [and] ﬁx things, we’re going
to be killed” (Avery, 2009). Leaders must launch
multiple projects that help to drive the change deep
in the organization.

4.8. Anchoring new approaches in the
culture
The new values and the associated behavioral practices must grow deep roots so that the change is
sustainable. Change initiatives often fail because
leaders underestimate the challenges of changing
an organization’s culture to support the change.
The culture, therefore, must be aligned with the
change that is envisioned.
In 2007, Michael McCain, the CEO of Maple Leaf
Foods, a Canadian food processing company, realized that the whole of his business needed a fundamental restructuring if it was to be costcompetitive with U.S. competitors going forward.
This meant closing low-volume, technically obsolete plants; reorganizing distribution networks;
closing or selling off business units that could never
be turned into proﬁtable and world-class operations; and making many other tough decisions affecting employees, customers, shareholders, and
other stakeholders.
To lead the change successfully required McCain
to draw upon every one of the 11 dimensions of
character:
1. Integrity to recognize what needed to be done
and to report candidly on the progress to stakeholders through the long transformation period;
2. Transcendence to visualize the end goal;
3. Drive to make it happen despite objections
from a major shareholder;
4. Courage to pull the plug on business units that
couldn’t be turned around and to invest virtually all of his net worth in the transformation;
5. Humanity to do this while caring about, and
taking steps to assist, the many employees who
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would be losing their jobs as a result of the
transformation;
6. Justice to recognize their claims on the organization for past service and success;
7. Humility to go seek the very best business
practices for leading a deep and comprehensive
transformation;
8. Temperance to understand and accept that the
transformation would take 5—7 years to complete;
9. Accountability to the shareholders for the results of a long-term investment;
10. Collaboration with a large and diverse group of
people and parties too numerous to list; and
11. Judgment to bring all these dimensions together into an effective, efﬁcient, and principled
change process.
In May 2016, McCain (2016) was ﬁnally able to declare
that “our transformation, one of the largest in the
North American food industry, is delivering the ﬁnancial goals that we set back in 2010.” Arguably, without
the breadth and depth of character displayed by
McCain and his leadership team, the successful transformation would never have happened.

5. Judgment rules
We positioned judgment in the center of our framework because it plays a critical role in leader character (Crossan et al., 2017; Crossan et al., 2016).
Judgment is the character dimension that channels
and melds the other dimensions into contextually
informed behaviors. We need leaders with strong
judgment that enables them to consciously or unconsciously activate each dimension of character at
the right time and in the right amount, as well as to
bring forth the right behaviors in the right situation
at the right time. For example, leaders should not
empower everyone–—there are many things to consider. They have to assess whether that power will
be used in the furtherance of change or to subvert
it; patience cannot be inexhaustible in the pursuit
of change and hence sometimes bold action is
required; it may not be possible to be fair and
equitable to everyone in all changes; sometimes
collegiality, open-mindedness, and striving for cooperation will hamper the change effort, especially
when time is tight; and so forth. Leaders cannot
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simply pick and choose which dimensions they want
to embrace and which ones they want to ignore
because each of the dimensions is essential to lead
change effectively.
Kotter (1996) does not explicitly identify judgment but it permeates throughout his model. Successful transformational change requires real-time
judgement. The leadership of the late Robert Benmosche is a good example (see Crossan et al. (2016)
and Norton (2012)). Benmosche came out of retirement in August 2009 to head a company that was on
the brink of disaster: American International Group
(AIG). AIG, a globally entrenched business, was one
of the ‘too-big-to-fail’ companies. Failure, many
people thought, would bring the global ﬁnancial
system to its knees. The U.S. government approved
a $182 billion bailout for AIG, in return for a 92%
stake in the company.
Benmosche agreed to take the job, but only on
his own terms. He was a man who had a roll-up-yoursleeves ethos. He was known for his willingness to
say what was on his mind. He let it be known that if
he encountered any obstacles from government
ofﬁcials, he would quit, and state publicly where
the obstacles had arisen. He also made it clear that
he was no diplomat. People observed that he
“makes more enemies than friends because he does
what needs to be done” (Norton, 2012). Yet, Jim
Milstein, the former Chief Restructuring Ofﬁcer of
the U.S. Treasury department, opined that “Bob’s
emotional intelligence is unrivaled. He is by no
means short on analytical strengths, but he’s a very
shrewd evaluator of people” (Norton, 2012, p. 15).
Benmosche’s ﬁrst line of defense was to go on the
offense, rallying the demoralized employees to
once again take pride in the company. This was a
risky tactic because, most likely, Washington expected the new CEO of the humiliated company to
be humble. But Benmosche knew that as long as
people had their tails between their legs, AIG could
not rebound. Thus, having made certain that he had
a board chair who could be the resident diplomat–
—Harvey Golub–—Benmosche was able to defend his
company and his workforce aggressively.
Even as he was rebuilding morale, he was cutting
costs dramatically. The payroll shrank from 97,000
to 57,000 employees. At Benmosche’s urging, his
managers backed off the credit-default swaps that
had caused the trainwreck and, drawing on the
company’s enormous database and analytical skills,
began designing new products that were proﬁtable
and sustainable. At the same time, AIG was under
enormous pressure to liquidate holdings, the biggest and most valuable of which was the Asia Life
business. Golub was an advocate of hurrying divestitures. Benmosche disagreed with this strategy. He
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decided that an auction environment would reduce
the liquidation values, and that the company had to
demonstrate that it was in control and in no hurry. This
visible point of conﬂict was a clear line in the sand:
someone had to go. Golub resigned just a year into his
chairmanship. Benmosche was ﬁrmly in control. The
bottom line? By 2012, AIG had not only repaid the
entire $182 billion in bailout money, but had also given
the U.S. taxpayers a $22 billion proﬁt on their loan to
AIG. Benmosche stepped down in September 2014,
and succumbed to cancer 4 months later.
No one would disagree that Benmosche lacked
drive, humanity, integrity, justice, accountability,
courage, and transcendence. For example, his candor was unparalleled even if, at times, he was
exceptionally blunt. He fought for the employees
and showed understanding and compassion for their
struggles–—humanity. And in the realm of judgment,
he showed incredible situational awareness and
insight. He had strong powers of analysis, and
was comfortable with complex cognitive issues.
He was decisive yet showed temperance–—he made
sound decisions in a timely manner. He had to show
conﬁdence yet remained humble throughout the
transformation. In sum, Benmosche exercised effective judgment near the very heart of the catastrophe that threatened the global ﬁnancial system.

6. Measuring and promoting leader
character
How do leaders ensure not only that a speciﬁc
change project is implemented but that the residual
impact on the organization is a culture in which
further changes are expected and widely welcomed? In this respect, the character of change
leaders is critical. Where leaders are perceived as
having integrity, humility, humanity, temperance,
justice, and collaboration, the chances are that
those who might resist change will be encouraged
to support the current change and will feel good
about the change process in ways that will open
themselves up to further change initiatives. If, on
the other hand, leaders appear to be deceptive,
unfair, inequitable, arrogant, disrespectful, and
lacking in empathy or compassion to those for whom
change is painful, they will raise the bar of hostility
toward future change even if the current one is
successful. In an era in which change is the new
normal, it is the character of leaders that will
create a supportive change culture that will contribute to organizational success and sustainability.
Beyond that, however, we think there is a gathering body of evidence to suggest that leader char-
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acter is something that can be assessed and
evaluated in current and potential leaders and
hence should be taken into account in decisions
about how organizations develop and deploy leadership talent. For example, the senior leaders in an
organization play a critical role in promoting the
development of leader character in next generation
leaders. They should actively model those character dimensions and elements they want to see more
of throughout the organization. Any character-associated behaviors enacted by the senior leaders
tend to be perceived by others as the behaviors that
are valued in the organization. This may, in particular, be applicable to those individuals early in their
careers (Seijts, 2014). Bandura’s (1997) social cognitive theory explains that behavior is learned from
the environment through the processes of observation and imitation. For example, George Cope,
president and CEO of Bell Canada Enterprises stated
(Seijts, 2014, p. 351):
I was 25 years old then and overnight became
president of a subsidiary of Bell. I learned how
boards operate and closely watched the behavior of people in leadership roles. I gained valuable insights into the business world and
leadership concepts at a really young age. This
was an important learning experience.
Senior leaders can also coach and mentor individuals on the leader character dimensions and elements. For example, they ought to coach
individuals when they encounter teachable moments or crucible experiences so that the lessons
embedded in these experiences are not lost on
individuals. A character dimension that is challenging for many leaders is temperance. Individuals
have to be able to demonstrate self-control, patience, and restraint. They need to learn that every
decision has a clock on it–—5 seconds or 1 day or
6 months. Senior leaders can teach individuals that
at times, it is more effective to pull people into a
conversation rather than to push the change on
them. Such coaching and mentoring requires significant dedication–—for example, time and ﬁnancial
resources to send individuals to leadership development–—on the part of senior leaders.
Furthermore, senior leaders can assign individuals challenges that require them to display one or
more leader character dimensions to successfully
complete the assignment. For example, putting
individuals in charge of leading the implementation
of an organization-wide information technology system or leading a departmental turnaround provides
signiﬁcant opportunities for them to develop the
requisite competencies and character-related behaviors. The development of character dimensions
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such as drive, collaboration, humanity, temperance, courage, and accountability may be crucial
to the effectiveness of the leader and the success of
the change initiative.
Most importantly, senior leaders can make explicit in the role-requirements for leadership positions the character dimensions they want leaders to
demonstrate (e.g., through the development of
leadership proﬁles) and actually hire and promote
individuals who demonstrate the leader character
dimensions and elements associated with leading
deep and comprehensive change (e.g., Seijts,
Crossan, & Carleton, 2017). Part of this process is
to discuss with the candidates the character-associated behaviors leaders expect to see in the role.
This requires senior leaders to elevate character in
importance alongside competencies. In our experience, it is relatively rare for senior leaders to
discuss character dimensions and supporting elements they expect to see in the successful candidate as well as to focus on character deﬁciencies
when reviewing on-the-job performance. There are
many potential explanations for the absence of such
character-related conversations in the workplace.
Leaders may feel they lack the vocabulary to have
constructive discussions. The research we conducted offers a speciﬁc vocabulary that allows
leaders to have developmental leadership conversations in the workplace and to infuse leader character into HR systems and processes to enable
excellence in the workplace.
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