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Abstract

The responsible leadership has gained considerable attention in contemporary management scho-
larship. As a new leadership theory, responsible leadership transcends traditional dyadic lead-
er-subordinate relationship, and focuses on a full-range view of leader-stakeholder relationship,
which can effectively deal with new challenges from all sectors of society. In this paper, we first
provide an overview of the conception, structure, and measurement of responsible leadership.
Besides, we analyze and conclude the antecedents and consequences of responsible leadership.
Finally, we put forward some suggestions about future research in this field.
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1. Introduction

In recent years, corporate scandals and managerial misconduct have been prevalent in media headlines such as
tainted milk powder. As a consequence, the ethics and responsibilities of leaders have been attached much im-
portance. Given this, Maak and Pless propose that leader as a key manager of organizations should change tradi-
tional management concept of shareholder primacy, actively care about all stakeholders inside and outside or-
ganization to fulfill corporate social responsibility [1]. However, present leadership theory such as transforma-
tional leadership, servant leadership, authentic leadership and ethical leadership mainly focuses on dyadic su-
pervisor-subordinate relationship, but considerably ignores the influence of leaders’ behaviors and decisions on
other stakeholders, so these leaderships sometimes can’t meet all other stakeholders’ interest well except share-
holders’ interest. Under the background, some scholars propose the concept of responsible leadership from the
stakeholder perspective [1]. As a new leadership theory, responsible leadership makes up the deficiencies of ex-
isting leadership theories, and can effectively balance the conflicting interests among stakeholders inside and
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outside organization [1] [2], thereby contributing to promoting corporate reputation, earning trust of the public
and achieving sustainable development of organization and society [3].

Accordingly, responsible leadership becomes frontier research in the field of leadership and has been paid
much attention. This paper first discusses and clarifies different conceptions of responsible leadership. Second,
we summarize its structure, measurement, antecedents and consequences. Third, we analyze and explain how
responsible leadership influences employees and organization. Based on the above analysis, we highlight direc-
tions for future research on responsible leadership.

2. The Concept of Responsible Leadership

At present, Chinese and overseas scholars have understood and defined responsible leadership from stakeholder
theory, but there are still some differences among these definitions. This paper clarifies these conceptions and
provides a new understanding.

In relation to responsible leadership, the earlier researches are conducted by Maak and Pless [1] [2]. Maak and
Pless understand responsible leadership as a relational and ethical phenomenon, which occurs in social processes
of interaction with all relevant stakeholders [1] [2]. That is, responsible leadership weighs and balances diverse
claims from all stakeholders in accordance with the code of ethics, then makes efforts to build and maintain
lasting and trustful relationships with stakeholders, aiming to achieve sustainable development of corporate and
society. In order to have a better understanding of responsible leadership, Maak and Pless provide a role model
that presents how responsible leadership fulfills corporate social responsibility by playing different roles. In line
with Maak and Pless, Chinese scholar Song and colleagues offer similar definition that responsible leadership is
aimed at building mutually beneficial relationships with stakeholders inside and outside organization through
carrying out corporate social responsibility actively, in order to realize mutual benefits and shared goals [4].

However, Maak, Pless and Song just emphasize the relationship is the core of responsible leadership, rela-
tively neglecting the significance of leadership ethics. Give that, Voegtlin further explores the connotation of
leadership ethics and considers discourse ethics and deliberative democracy as the philosophical foundation of
leadership ethics, and puts forward the procedural conception of responsible leadership [3] [5]. Voegtlin under-
stands responsible leadership as a process to mediate the confliction of interests of all stakeholders by the
process of equal dialogue and democratic consultation to achieve mutual benefits [3] [5]. Furthermore, Voegtlin
elaborates how responsible leadership to act in that process: first, leaders should consider the consequences of
one’s actions for all stakeholders; second, they use their influence to provide the arenas for discursive conflict
resolution and invite the affected stakeholders to join the discourse; finally, they weigh the arguments and bal-
ance the interests of the stakeholder claims to achieve a consensus [3] [5].

Based on the above analysis, we conclude that responsible leadership is the integration of leadership ethics
and corporate social responsibility, aiming to be responsible for organization and stakeholders. In particular,
leadership ethics are the inherent requirement of responsible leadership which require leaders adhere to ethical
principles to act ethically and make ethical decisions. And, corporate social responsibility is the external re-
quirement of responsible leadership which requires leaders broaden their view from leader-follower relationship
to leader-stakeholder relationship and fulfill social responsibility. In conclusion, we hold that only bridging the
individual level of leadership responsibility and the organizational level of corporate responsibility can leaders
become a responsible leadership.

3. The Structure and Measurement of Responsible Leadership

With respect to the structure of responsible leadership, scholars hold different opinions and have not yet reached
agreement. So, by analyzing different opinions, this paper puts forward some suggestions for improvements.

Voegtlin thinks responsible leadership is a continuum concept, ranging from irresponsible leadership to the
responsible leadership [5]. According to this, Voegtlin develops a scale of responsible leadership consisting of
five items, and further validates the discriminant, convergent and predictive validity. This scale is used to meas-
ure responsible leadership through employees reporting the frequency of interaction with stakeholders and lead-
ers’ actions or decisions.

However, most scholars consider responsible leadership as a construct of multi-dimension structure. Indeed,
compared to single dimension, multi-dimension structure can interpret the connotation of responsible leadership
better and more comprehensively. Doh and Stumpf argue that responsible leadership consists of three key com-
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ponents such as values-based leadership, ethical decision-making and quality stakeholder relationships [6].
Likewise, Lynham and Chermack hold the view of three dimensions that responsible leadership is composed of
ethics, effectiveness and endurance [7]. Besides, Doh and colleagues propose responsible leadership is com-
posed of three dimensions such as stakeholder culture, resource management practices and managerial support
[8]. Further, on the basis of their understanding, Doh and colleagues develops a responsible leadership scale in-
cluding 13 items. In this scale, there are 4 items for stakeholder culture, 5 items for resource management prac-
tices and 4 items for managerial support [8]. Through a synthesis of prior research, Stahl and Sully de Luque,
from the behavioral perspective propose that responsible leadership includes the two dimensions of “do good
behaviors” and “avoid harm behaviors” which are conceptually distinct from one another [9]. “do good beha-
viors” are the reflection of prescriptive morality, referring to behaviors aimed at enhancing societal welfare,
while “avoid harm behaviors” are the reflection of proscriptive morality, referring to behaviors aimed at avoid-
ing harmful consequences for stakeholders and larger society. Unlike the above studies, Chinese scholar Lu ex-
plores the structure of responsible leadership in Chinese context, concluding that responsible leadership is a four
dimensions construct, including moral integrity, open communication, guidance and care, and active citizenship
behavior [10].

Taken together, the extant researches on structure and measurement of responsible leadership are very few,
which considerably limits the empirical research. Moreover, present researches exist the following deficiencies:
First, there is still great disagreement about structure of responsible leadership, which greatly prevents from de-
veloping a relatively universal scale; Second, existing scales evaluate responsible leaders only by employees,
ignoring leader’s self-assessment and other stakeholders’ evaluation. Thus, it is urgent and necessary to clarify
the structure of responsible leadership and develop a standardized scale in the future.

4. The Antecedents and Consequences of Responsible Leadership
4.1. The Antecedents of Responsible Leadership

4.1.1. Personal Factors

Present researches show that personal traits, such as relational intelligence, empathy, cognitive moral develop-
ment, Machiavellianism, play an important role in the formation and development of responsible leadership. In
order to have a clear understanding of responsible leadership, this paper will describe how these personal traits
influence responsible leadership in detail.

1) Relational Intelligence. In a stakeholder society, the core task of responsible leadership is to build and
maintain trustful relationship with stakeholders [1]. At the same time, globalization makes leaders confront with
heterogeneous stakeholders. In this context, leaders need have strong social abilities and skills to cope with dif-
ferent stakeholders. So, relational intelligence is an important influential factor for responsible leadership, which
includes emotional intelligence and ethical intelligence [1]. On one hand, leaders with high emotional intelli-
gence are good to control and use their own emotion and understand others’ emotion, thereby effectively dealing
with complex relationships. On the other hand, leaders with ethical intelligence are more inclined to walk the
talk, manage with integrity, make “profits with principles”, which contribute to building trustful relationship
with stakeholders. Therefore, Maak and Pless emphasize that relational intelligence is a necessary ability for re-
sponsible leadership [1].

2) Empathy. Empathy refers to the ability to experience and understand others’ emotion from others stand-
point [11]. Leaders with empathy are more likely to concern for stakeholders. According to this, Stahl and De
Luque propose that empathy can predict whether a leader is a responsible leadership in some extent [9]. Besides,
Stahl and De Luque explain that a leader with empathy can understand stakeholders’ opinions and needs well
and know what to do to meet stakeholders” demands, thereby easily becoming a responsible leadership [9]. Re-
lated researches also provide the evidence for the view. For example, leaders with empathy are prone to engage
in charity and behave responsibly [12]; likewise, leaders with empathy are more likely to make ethical decisions
and be responsible for their employees [13].

3) Cognitive Moral Development. The theory of cognitive moral development shows that with the develop-
ment of cognitive moral, individuals will improve their ability of moral judgement and moral decision, so in the
face of moral dilemma, they know how to solve ethically [14]. It implies that, facing moral problems, leaders
with high cognitive moral development will propose ethical solutions that accepted by all stakeholders. As for
responsible leadership, how to make ethical decisions is a great challenge in the face of conflicting interests
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from different stakeholders. So, Maak contends that high cognitive moral development can help responsible
leadership to deal with moral problems [2]. Besides, Stahl and De Luque propose that cognitive moral develop-
ment is closely related with the “do good behaviors” and “avoid harm behaviors” of responsible leadership [9].

4) Machiavellianism. Many researches have demonstrated that personality traits have an important effect on
people’s behaviors. Machiavellianism, as a special one of personality traits, has been proved to be a negative
factor for responsible leaderships. For instance, Christie and Geis hold the view that Machiavellianism reflects a
predisposition to take advantage of someone else to achieve personal interests without considering someone
else’s interests, and leaders with Machiavellianism tend to distrust and control others, disregard ethical prin-
ciples [15]. So, we can conclude that it’s difficult for leaders with Machiavellianism to build friendly relation-
ship with stakeholders, let alone be responsible for stakeholders. Moreover, a case survey conducted by Miska,
Stahl, and Fuchs of 52 real cases of unethical managerial behavior reveals that companies involved in major
scandals, such as Enron, WorldCom, and Salomon Brothers, are more likely to have leaders who exhibit Ma-
chiavellian traits [16].

4.1.2. Situational Factors

Expect personal factors, situational factors also have great influence on responsible leadership. Through the
overview and synthesis of existing research on responsible leadership, we conclude that moral intensity, cultural
value orientations, institutional context and media affect leaders’ propensity to become a responsible leadership.

1) Moral Intensity. Moral intensity is brought forward in the research on corporate moral decisions, which
fully reflects the “the extent of issue-related moral imperative in a situation” [17]. Moral intensity includes six
dimensions such as social consensus, magnitude of consequences, temporal immediacy, probability of effect,
proximity and concentration of effect [17]. So, moral intensity contributes to explaining why leaders may be-
have responsibly in some situations and irresponsibly in others. From the point of view, Stahl and De Luque
contend that moral intensity influence leaders’ responsible behaviors [9].

2) Cultural Value Orientations. In the researches on the relationship between cultural values and leaders’ re-
sponsibility, collectivism and power distance have been paid much attention. For example, Stahl and De Luque
through documentary analysis propose that collectivism and power distance are closely related with the respon-
sible behaviors of responsible leadership [9]. Besides, some scholars have explored the relationship between
corporate social responsible of leaders and cultural value orientations such as collectivism and power distance,
finding that in the countries with high collectivism and low power distance, leaders tend to behave responsibly,
for instance, considering the interest of shareholder, employees and other stakeholders [18]. Most importantly,
this research suggests that collectivism may prompt leaders to think about how their behaviors and decisions in-
fluence a wider range of stakeholders and society while power distance may motivate leaders to concern for the
interests of shareholders, employees and customers. Also, the research conducted by Dugan and colleagues
support this view [19]. Dugan and colleagues have examined the influence of collectivism and individualism on
responsible leadership, showing that collectivism accord with the connotations of responsible leadership and
encourage leaders to become more responsible [19]. In conclusion, culture value orientations such as collectiv-
ism and power distance exert an influence on leaders’ responsible behaviors.

3) Institutional Context. Institutional context have an important effect on responsible leadership [9]. In some
extent, institutional context determines what is considered to be responsible and ethical, so can shape and influ-
ence the leaders’ cognition of what is responsible and ethical. For instance, related empirical research has
proved that if leaders perceive that corruption is popular and common in the host country, they are prone to ac-
cept and engage in the corruption even if they personally disagree with those actions [20]. However, if the host
country has perfect and rigorous institutional system to forbid and sanction corruption, leaders tend to conform
to the institutional system and engage in responsible behaviors. This means that sound institutional system can
prevent leaders from behaving unethically.

4) Media. With the popularity of media, it becomes easier and quicker for the public to know the information
about companies. In this condition, leaders gradually realize once corporate scandals are reported, the public
will be informed of these bad organizational practices quickly, thereby seriously damaging the reputation of or-
ganizations. Therefore, in order to build trust and gain reputation, leaders will be responsible for the stakehold-
ers inside and outside organizations. That is, under the supervision of media, leaders tend to become more re-
sponsible. Besides, existing research has examined the relationship between media and leaders’ responsible be-
haviors, and proved that media can impel leaders to engage in the responsible behaviors [21].
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4.2. The Consequences of Responsible Leadership

With regard to the consequence of responsible leadership, this paper respectively analyzes and describes the
consequences from the individual level and the organizational level.

4.2.1. The Consequence of Individual Level

1) Turnover Intention. Responsible leadership can reduce the turnover rate of employees [8]. In the research
of 4,352 employees from 28 companies, Doh and colleagues have investigated the relationship between respon-
sible leadership and turnover intention [8]. They find that responsible leadership is significantly correlated with
turnover intention, and further employee satisfaction can mediate the relationship between responsible leader-
ship and employee turnover intention [8]. Most importantly, this research suggests that responsible leadership
concerns for stakeholders, treats employees fairly and provides support for employees, thereby helping to attract
and retain employees, which has an important practical significance.

2) Job Satisfaction. Job satisfaction refers to employees’ positive attitudes and emotions towards their job af-
ter evaluating their work or work environment. Responsible leadership cares about employees’ demands and in-
terests, provides the rights to engage in organizational decisions, which make employees have good evaluations
towards their work or work environment, so responsible leadership can exert positive influence on job satisfac-
tion. For example, several empirical studies have shown that responsible leadership is positive related with job
satisfaction [5] [8].

3) Organizational Commitment. Responsible leadership can motivate and promote employees’ organizational
commitment [3] [22]. Related researches explore the relationship between responsible leadership and organiza-
tional commitment based on social exchange theory, and further, contend that responsible leadership concerns
for employees, in return, employee will work with positive job attitudes, for example, increasing organizational
commitment [3] [22].

4) Unethical Behaviors. Unethical behaviors usually refer to some behaviors which can’t be recognized and
accepted by the public [23]. Voegtlin argues that responsible leadership can reduce the unethical behaviors of
employees [5]. And, this view can be explained through social learning theory. First, Responsible leadership
emphasizes leader ethics and behaves according to ethical principles, thereby provides an ethical role model for
employees. Besides, in the organization, employees usually consider leaders as their role models and learn from
leaders. Collectively, responsible leadership can shape and enhance the ethical behaviors of employees by
means of role model.

5) Work Performance. Responsible leadership has a positive effect on work performance of employees. In the
research conducted by Chen, he has investigated the relationship between responsible leadership and work per-
formance in Chinese context, finding that responsible leadership can motivate employees to work hard and en-
hance performance [24]. Similarly, Voegtlin and colleagues also hold the same view, and explain that responsi-
ble leadership concerns for all stakeholders, thereby building a positive role model for employees [3]. So, em-
ployees will learn from leaders and actively engage in what is requested from the organization or job description.
That is, responsible leadership can enhance extra-role performance of employees via role model.

4.2.2. The Consequence of Organizational Level

1) Organizational Performance. Some scholars propose that responsible leadership can motivate all stake-
holders to strive for the shared goals, thereby enhancing the financial performance of organization and achieve
social goals [3]. Besides, Lu has examined how responsible leadership affects organizational performance in
Chinese companies, and found that responsible leadership not only has a direct effect on organizational perfor-
mance, but also increases organizational performance by the mediating role of social capital [10]. Moreover,
Doh and Quigley through theory analysis and case study conclude that responsible leadership can through two
specific pathways including a psychological pathway and a knowledge-based pathway to influence organiza-
tional performance [22].

2) Legitimacy of the Organization. For the organization, legitimacy guarantees the license to operate in a
given society. Organizations with legitimacy can easily gain sustained support and resources. With regard to le-
gitimacy, Suchman has distinguished three types: pragmatic legitimacy, moral legitimacy, and cognitive legiti-
macy [25]. Voegtlin and colleagues propose that responsible leadership contributes to building and maintaining
legitimacy of the organization: first, responsible leadership engage in stakeholder dialogue according to dis-
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course ethics and deliberation, which informs stakeholders of the practical actions of the organization and en-
hance the cognitive legitimacy; second, responsible leadership can effectively enhance organizational perfor-
mance and achieve social goals, thereby securing the pragmatic legitimacy; finally, responsible leadership be-
haves and makes decisions based on ethical principles, thereby obtaining moral legitimacy [3]. To sum up, re-
sponsible leadership can build and maintain the legitimacy of the organization.

3) Corporate Social Responsibility. Corporate social responsibility is usually understood as what organiza-
tions do in relation to social responsibility. As for responsible leadership, corporate social responsibility is the
essential connotation of responsibility. Furthermore, responsible leadership is put forward to deal with the fre-
quent happening corporate scandals and fulfill the corporate social responsibility. So, responsible leadership en-
gages in social responsible activities actively, for example, providing comfortable working environment for em-
ployees, producing healthy and safe foods for customers, cooperating with partners fairly and honestly, saving
resources and protecting environment. Through these practical actions, responsible leadership tries to fulfill
corporate social responsibility. Also, a case study has proved that responsible leadership help to fulfill social re-
sponsibility by the means of concerning for all stakeholders such as community, government, environment, cus-
tomers and so on [4].

5. Conclusion and Future Research

Throughout the reviewing of existing research on responsible leadership, we propose that responsible leadership
can deal with conflicting interests of different stakeholders well, so it’s of great significance to further study in
this field. However, the field of responsible leadership is still in its infancy, and some questions on the topic re-
main in high demand.

5.1. The Indigenization Research on Responsible Leadership

Present researches on responsible leadership are conducted in western countries. In view of culture diversity,
how and what Chinese culture influence responsible leadership still need to be further explored. Compared to
western countries, China emphasizes collectivism. Therefore, in this context, the structure of responsible lea-
dership may be different. Besides, Chinese people have the special national traits which emphasize “Renging”
and “Guan Xi”, so, they are prone to distribute benefits based on the intimacy of “Guan Xi”, which sometimes
goes against the ethical principles and damages interests of other stakeholders. But responsible leadership con-
tends that leaders should weigh and balance interests of all stakeholders according to ethics. In the face of the
difference, responsible leadership should how to deal with to achieve the goal of localization. Finally, future re-
search needs to develop a responsible leadership scale in Chinese context. In short, the indigenization of respon-
sible leadership can not only broaden the scope of application of responsible leadership, but also enrich the
theory.

5.2. The Research on Mediating Effect Based on Social Identity Theory

According to Social identity theory, when employees have identified the leaders or organizations, they will do
much good to organization. First, responsible leadership has good moral quality and cares about employees,
which may contribute to improving supervisor identification of employees. Moreover, some researches provide
the evidence that corporate social responsibility and organizational support can promote employee’s organiza-
tional identity [26] [27]. From the point of view, responsible leadership actively fulfills corporate social respon-
sibility, so we can deduce that responsible leadership may have positive effects on organizational identity.
Above the analysis, we can deduce that responsible leadership can affect employees and organization by the
mediating role of supervisor identification and organizational identification. However, this is just theoretical
analysis and has yet to be confirmed in the future.
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