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Objectives
Rethinking Leadership
1. Explore how character can support leadership
2. Share stories that have influenced your character & leadership

Leading with Character
1. Practice observing and identifying character
2. Reflect on personal character leadership
3. Exercise character using music
4. Write a letter to future self
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What is the most undervalued 
quality of a good leader?
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How can we educate a new 
generation of wise thinkers and 

good leaders? 
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Introducing the Oxford 
Character Project

Founded in 2014, the Oxford Character Project 
is an interdisciplinary research project leading 
pioneering research on character and 
leadership in Oxford and beyond. Our mission 
is to build a generation of wise thinkers and 
good leaders. 

We collaborate with a wide range of 
organisations and universities around the world 
to conduct cutting edge research and offer 
leadership development programmes to 
students and professionals.

5



What is Ethical Leadership?
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Character

To talk about character is to talk about 
the deep dispositions at the centre of 
who we are that consistently shape 
the way we think, feel and act. 

Our character is shaped by the 
patterns of life, the people around us, 
the stories we tell, the spaces we 
inhabit, the highs and lows of our 
experience. 

Character is at the heart of what it 
means to be human.    
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Key components

The heart of character

Character has a motivational 
component. It is about our 

aspiration to be a certain kind of 
person – to live in accord with 

what matters to us and determine 
who we want to become.

The art of character

Character has a skill component. It 
is about successfully acting on our 

values and concerns, especially 
under pressure. Character can be 

developed over time by way of 
intentional practice.
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Character core

ASPIRATIONS

• What matters to us

• Who we want to be

• Our identity (brand)

ACTIONS

• How we act

• How we think

• What we do
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7 things to 
know about 

Character
development
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1. Character is a mosaic of personal qualities – it is made 
up of habits of thought and action

2. Character changes over time – it is malleable, not fixed

3. Character involves choice and autonomy – it is rational 
and free, not blindly conformist

4. Character is social – it is shaped within cultural 
contexts

5. Character manifests principles and convictions – it is 
related to questions of meaning and purpose

6. Character involves effort – it requires ongoing 
reflection and expression

7. Character requires willpower – it involves motivation 
as well as judgment

(Arthur, 2019)



What is the relationship between 
character and ethical leadership?
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Ethics



Ethics

rules

regulations

character



Why is it difficult to be an 
ethical leader?
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7 strategies for character 
development

1. Habituation through practice

2. Engagement with virtuous 
exemplars 

3. Reflection on experience
4. Dialogue that increases virtue 

literacy

5. Awareness of situational variables
6. Moral reminders

7. Friendships of mutual 
accountability

Lamb, M., Brant. J., & Brooks, E. (2021). How is virtue cultivated? 
Seven strategies for postgraduate character development. Journal of 
Character Education, 17:1, 81-108. 16



Stories of inspiration

Think of a leader who inspires you. It 
could be any real or fictional 
character – a public figure, someone 
in your family, or a character from a 
movie or a novel.

What makes you admire the person 
and why? 
What does it say about you and your 
values?

Share your responses with your 
group and make a list of leadership 
qualities you aspire to develop.
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Stories



Break
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Workshop #1: Leading with purpose

Workshop #2: Leading for growth

Workshop #3: Leading with love

Workshop #4: Leading with integrity

Workshop #5: Leading with practical wisdom

Workshop #6: A lifetime practice 



LEARN

Reflect on the topic and make 
yourself familiar with the 
concepts using the pre-

workshop resources
(30-60 minutes)

ENGAGE

Join a lively conversation 
with fellow scholars and 

exchange ideas to tackle the 
Ethical Leadership Challenge

(60 minutes)

PRACTICE

Take up the challenge and 
apply the lessons in your 

daily life to develop yourself 
as an ethical leader

(Ongoing)
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How it works



What is virtue?

Unprincipled
(deficient)

Dogmatic
(excess, unsupported)

Principled

Confident

Arrogant
(excess, unsupported)

Unassured
(deficient)



Virtues & Vices

Strives for Excellence

Strives for Perfection
(excess, unsupported)

Mediocrity
(deficient)

Humility
Temperance
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Which virtues & vices did you observe?

Crossan & Crossan, 2023
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Which character behaviours need 
to be strengthened to shift the 
vices to virtues?



Connecting character to your life

1. Assess your virtues and vices – for each row, circle the behaviour you exhibit 
most frequently. Sliding scale is another option.
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Who listens to music?

29



Music can be used as a stimulus to elicit a 
behavioural response
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Music and Character

Think of a song that has influenced you in 
some way. 

1. Do you have a particular experience 
you can associate with the song? Do 
you have a history/story with it? What 
is it about the tempo, lyrics, rhythm, 
genre etc. that captivates you? 

2. What virtues were influenced by this 
music?

Crossan et al., 2017
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Add your song



Letter to future self

Learn more: https://www.reflection.app/blog/writing-a-letter-to-my-future-self

Reflecting on what you have learned 
today, think about who you want to 
be one year from now.

If it helps, you may start by thinking 
about achievements you want to 
accomplish. Then ask yourself who 
you want to be, or need to be, to do 
the things you want to do. 

Crossan, 2021
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https://www.reflection.app/blog/writing-a-letter-to-my-future-self
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What’s next?



Oxford 
Ethical 

Leadership 
Programme
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Workshop #1: Leading with purpose

Workshop #2: Leading for growth

Workshop #3: Leading with love

Workshop #4: Leading with integrity

Workshop #5: Leading with practical wisdom

Workshop #6: A lifetime practice 



Thank You

anjali.sarker@politics.ox.ac.uk
corey.crossan@politics.ox.ac.uk


