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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 inte-
grate 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.

Throughout, our ideas about leadership have
evolved and we have begun to place a strong em-
phasis 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

1. Transformational change

As educators, researchers, and consultants, we
have worked with many organizations—some suc-
cessful, some not—engaged in transformational
change. We have been brought in at various junc-
tures: 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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financial sector failed or had near-death experien-
ces 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 vari-
ous 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 organiza-
tions (Crossan et al., 2017; Crossan et al., 2016).
The leader character framework is based on
research with over 2,500 leaders from North Amer-
ica, Europe, Asia, and Latin America. The frame-
work postulates that there are 11 dimensions of
leader character that influence individual and or-
ganizational outcomes independently and interac-
tively. For example, effective coaching and
development requires the leader to act with integ-
rity, courage, temperance, and humanity to get
meaningful results; successful team decision-mak-
ing requires the leader to demonstrate collabora-

Character dimensions and associated elements

Transcendence

Courage

brave, determined,
tenacious, resilient,
confident

Accountability

takes ownership,

accepts consequences,
conscientious,
responsible

Justice

fair, equitable,
proportionate,
even-handed,
socially responsible

Temperance

patient, calm,
composed,

self-controlled,

prudent

Source: Reproduced from Crossan et al. (2016)

appreciative,

inspired, purposive,
future-oriented,

optimistic, creative

Judgment

situationally aware,
cognitively complex,
analytical, decisive,
critical thinker, intuitive,
insightful, pragmatic,
adaptable

Integrity

authentic, candid,
transparent, principled,
consistent

Drive

passionate, vigorous,
results-oriented,

demonstrates initiative,

strives for excellence

Collaboration

cooperative, collegial,
open-minded, flexible,
interconnected

Humanity

considerate,

empathetic,
compassionate,
magnanimous,
forgiving

Humility

self-aware, modest,
reflective, curious,
continuous learner,
respectful, grateful,
vulnerable
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