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“What lies behind us and what lies before 
us are tiny matters compared to what lies 
within us.”

Ralph Waldo Emerson
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“You cannot dream yourself into a 
character; you must hammer and 
forge yourself one.”

Henry David Thoreau
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“Every man, as to character, is the creature 
of the age in which he lives. Very few are 
able to raise themselves above the ideas of 
their times.”

Voltaire
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Character is like a tree and reputation 

like a shadow. The shadow is what we 

think of it; the tree is the real thing. 

Abraham Lincoln
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People do not seem to realize that 

their opinion of the world is also a 

confession of character.

Ralph Waldo Emerson
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I have a dream that my four little children 

will one day live in a nation where they 

will not be judged by the color of their 

skin, but by the content of their character

Martin Luther King Jr.
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Modern day organizations are the instrument of societal change…

For better or worse

The most pressing and important problems (and opportunities) we 
face will require character based judgment that exceeds our 
current capacity.

Imagine if as educators and practitioners we could elevate 
character alongside competence to foster the quality of well-being 
and sustained excellence we seek.
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“The difference between what we 

do and what we are capable of 

doing would suffice to solve most of 

the world’s problem.”

Mahatma Gandhi
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“We must become the 

change we want to see.”

Mahatma Gandhi



www.ivey.ca/leadership/

@iveyleadership

Hopes & Aspirations

• Share insights I wish I had known 40 years ago 
when I embarked on my academic career.

• Workshop - Learn, Experience, Engage

• Perhaps inspire you in some small way 

• your personal well-being and those in your 
orbit 

• Your teaching, research, practice
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Character leadership is central to addressing 

the grand challenges of our time.

We are underestimating the strength of 

character required to navigate the grand 

challenges.

Organizations are instrumental (for better 

and worse).  Understanding the architecture 

of character in organizations is critical.

We need to move beyond the “temporary 

bump” of awareness to enable strategic 

impact.

Paradigm shifts needed…

Key Insights
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How much courage will it take?

https://i.redd.it/hftf2bv0gt8y.jpg - Courtesy of Veronique

https://i.redd.it/hftf2bv0gt8y.jpg


www.ivey.ca/leadership/

@iveyleadership

Culture & Character

We share responsibility to be good 
barrel makers.

‘If you put good apples into a bad 
situation, you’ll get bad apples.’

- Phililp Zimbardo
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Implementation

Breadth of Implementation
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Impact
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the Month
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Policy
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The Journey…..
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Elevate Character Alongside Competence!

http://www.ivey.uwo.ca/research/leadership

Why Character? - Lessons from 2008

• 350 Leaders

• Focus Groups

• Canada, US, Europe, Asia

• Key Insight – Character 

implicated but no agreement on 

what it is or how it can be 

developed
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Competencies

Values

Character

E.g. Communication

Problem-solving

Time management

Mentoring

Collaboration

Integrity

Excellence

Customer Service

E.g.

Character, Competencies and Values

Who I am / Who we 

are

What I/we do, How I/we do it

Why I/we do it

Crossan, 2018
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Defining Leader Character

• Being a leader is less about the position and more about the 

disposition to lead. Having the disposition to lead is what allows 

professionals to rise above the fray and bring the best of 

themselves to their daily activities.

• Character "An interconnected set of habituated patterns

of thought, emotion, motivation or volition, and action (Bright et al., 

2014) that satisfy very specific criteria, identified by Peterson and 

Seligman (2004), as being virtuous." (Crossan et al.,2021, p. 287).
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Character: Sustained Excellence & Human Flourishing

Norm +1 +2 +3-1-2-3

DEVIATION FROM THE NORM

% of

LEADERS

Leaders are 
capable of 
operating 

higher up this 
curve

Negative Deviance Positive Deviance

23
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Character Reasserts Judgment

Norm +1 +2 +3-1-2-3
DEVIATION FROM THE NORM

% of

LEADERS

Character

Money Priming

Time Pressure

By-stander Effect

Social Conformity

24

Letter of the Law

Practical Drift



www.ivey.ca/leadership/

@iveyleadership

Standing on the Shoulders of Giants

Virtue Ethics 

and Practical 

Wisdom Character 

strengths that 

apply across 

cultures, 

religions and 

time 

https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Platon-Confucius-Aristote.jpg

Seven 

Grandfather 

Teachings

https://ifhr.ca/the-seven-grandfather-teachings/
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Research to Practice

26
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Paradigm Shift – Elevating Character 
Alongside Competence

Benefits of leaders moving from weak to strong 
character:

•14% increase in leader effectiveness
•10% increase in leader resilience
•8% increase in leader well-being
•6% increase in promotion potential
•18% increase in employee voice
•16% improvement in psychological safety
•8% increase in organizational commitment
•8% increase in work engagement
•4% increase in subjective well-being
•10% increase in job-related well-being
•10% improvement in job satisfaction
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Paradigm Shift #1: “Casual” to “Leader” Character

Casual Character
• Morals and ethics

• Personality based

• Subjective

• Can’t be assessed

• Can’t be developed

• Competency most important

• “Nice” to have

• Restraining

Leader Character
• Performance, Judgment, Well-Being

• Habits of Being

• Objective

• Can be assessed

• Can be developed

• Character amplifies competency

• “Need” to have

• Liberating

Furlong & Crossan, 2023
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Paradigm Shift #2: From Good to Strong

“Good Enough”

• "My intentions are good"

• "I am a good person"

• "I don't need development...but I see the 
need for this in others"

• "The devil made me do it - It's not me, 
it's the organization."

• "I focus on my strengths"

Underestimating Needed Strength

• Good intentions necessary but not sufficient 
– accountable for our observable behaviors

• More than being "good" - Does it hold up?

• Knowing how to exercise character daily.

• Work in the organization while working on it.

• Strengths operate like vices without support

Furlong & Crossan, 2023

https://getwindsurffit.com/windsurfing-boards/https://www.pexels.com/photo/person-walking-on-beach-during-sunset-4612303/
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Paradigm Shift #3: The Aerodynamics of Leadership

• Flight became possible once we grasped the 
invisible science of aerodynamics 

• Likewise, the “X-factor” of great leadership is 
visible once we understand the science of 
Character  

• “…realiz[e] the enormous benefits that accrue 
from recognizing how strength of character, 
alongside competence allows leadership to take 
flight.” 

– “Character – The Aerodynamics of Leadership” (Crossan & Furlong, CEO World Magazine)
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https://sloanreview.mit.edu/article/make-leader-character-your-competitive-edge/
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Return on Character

“Organizations with leaders of high 
character – those whose employees 
rated them highly on integrity, 
responsibility, forgiveness, and 
compassion – had nearly five times the 
return on assets of those with low 
character.”

- “Return on Character”, Fred Kiel, 2015
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The Practice 

Royal 

Canadian 

Mounted 

Police Canadian 

Armed 

Forces
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Anatomy     Development/Exercise      Application

36
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1. Interconnected

2. Any virtue can be a vice (- or +)

3. Judgment plays a central role

4. All are equally important

5. Never want to weaken strengths

6. Universal across context, culture, time

Leader Character 
Framework
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Mandela’s First Day
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What do you think is 

your strongest 

dimension?

What do you think is 

your weakest 

dimension?
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Virtues and Vices
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Courage / Confident

Integrity / Principled

DogmaticUnprincipled

Unassured Arrogant

Virtues & Vices

(deficient)

(deficient)

(unsupported)

(unsupported)
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Developing Character

Discovering Character

Discovering 

latent 

character 

strengths

Activating Character

Activating 

character 

through 

reminding, 

priming, 

reinforcement

Strengthening Character

Actively 

working to 

develop 

character

Connecting Character

Connecting 

character 

dimensions

Sustaining

Character 

dimensions 

hold across 

contexts and 

under stress
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Character is a Habit…for better or worse

• “Who are you becoming while you are busy doing?”

Are you becoming more courageous or less courageous? 

Someone with more humility or less humility? Etc.

• “Who have you become while you are busy doing?

• “Who do you want to become while you are busy doing?”

As with physical exercise, without the conscious attention 

to the exercise of character, it will atrophy.
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“Every action you take is a 

vote for the type of person 

you wish to become.”

- James Clear
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Character/Competence Judgment
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Atomic Habits – 1% Improvement

https://regpaq.com/atomic-habits-review-notes-lessons
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“Between stimulus and response there 
is a space.  In that space is our power 
to choose our response.  In our 
response lies our growth and our 
freedom.”

Viktor Frankl – Man’s Search for Meaning
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Character Development Process

Crossan & Crossan 2022
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Awareness 
Workshops

Leader 
Character 
Insight 
Assessment –
LCIA (self)

LCIA – 360

Coaching

Ongoing 
Workshops –
Focused on 
Development & 
Application

VIRTUOSITY – APP BASED DAILY PRACTICE

Developing Character – Program Progression

ORGANIZATION CULTURE & PRACTICES
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Leader Character Insight Assessment – Self & 360

50
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Lamb, Brant, & Brooks (2021)

7 Strategies
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Virtuosity Systems
Lessons Exercises Interactions Reflection Exploration
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Thoughts to Destiny

BE MINDFUL OF YOUR THOUGHTS ,THEY BECOME WORDS.

BE MINDFUL OF YOUR WORDS, THEY BECOME ACTIONS.

BE MINDFUL OF YOUR ACTIONS, THEY BECOME HABITS.

BE MINDFUL OF YOUR HABITS, THEY BECOME CHARACTER.

BE MINDFUL OF YOUR CHARACTER, IT BECOMES YOUR DESTINY.

Adapted Quote
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CL

Organization Practices

• HR Processes

• Culture & Conduct

• Strategy & Values

• Diversity & Inclusion

Application – Embedding Character
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Leader Character Strategic Roadmap
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Character 

Infused 

Culture
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What Can I Do Next? 

1. Begin with yourself

• Understand, assess and develop your character.  Reflect on the leader 
character framework – particularly your strengths relative to weaknesses 
( resources - LCIA self and 360 assessment)

• Check out the “Question of Character” podcasts, 
www.questionofcharacter.com

• Especially Episodes 1, 2, and 7

• The “Developing Leadership Character” and “The Character 
Compass” books provide comprehensive accounts of our work.

• Virtuositycharacter Instagram (free resource)
• VirtuosityTM leader character development app 

2. Exercise your leadership – share with others 
• Share the slides and articles – engage in conversations at work and at 

home

• Become a champion of character change

http://www.questionofcharacter.com/
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What Can We Do Next? 

1. Embed character in your organizational 

practices

• The Strategic Roadmap provides guidance (also listen to 

QOC Episode 6 re: CRA)

• Collaboration between Strategic Leaders, Operations and 

HR

• Focus on key strategic & operational issues

2. Ongoing – you are not alone:

• Stay connected – reach out.  

• We need “all hands on deck” to “be the change we want to 

see in the world”.

WHEREVER COMPETENCE RESIDES – CHARACTER BELONGS

Strategic

Leaders
Operations

HR

Practitioners
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What can you do?

1. Start with yourself: The Virtuositycharacter

Instagram account provides a guided tour 

around character development

2. Extend to others: Consider how your 

character influences others (for better and 

worse)

3. Examine how the processes and practices 

of the organization are character aligned

4. Consider how the organization supports the 

strategy and what it takes to remain agile



www.ivey.ca/leadership/

@iveyleadership

One evening a Cherokee Elder told his grandson about a battle that goes on 

inside people. He said,

‘My son, the battle is between two ‘wolves’ inside us all. One is evil. It is anger, 

envy, jealousy, sorrow, regret, greed, arrogance, self-pity, guilt, resentment, 

inferiority, lies, false pride, superiority, and ego.

The other is good. It is joy, peace, love, hope, serenity, humility, kindness, 

benevolence, empathy, generosity, truth, compassion and faith.’

The grandson thought about it for a minute and then asked his grandfather: 

‘Which wolf wins?’

The Elder simply replied, ‘The one you feed.’

Cherokee Teaching
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