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INTRODUCTION

In today’s business world the focus lies on 
accomplishments. The means with which 
they were achieved are at best secondary, and 
in a society where money ‘rules’, even less 
attention is paid to the moral value of out-
comes. The emphasis is on ‘what works’. 
Thus, it does not come as a surprise that vir-
tues are commonly perceived as the product 
of naivete and considered irrelevant in corpo-
rate environments. Business scholars have 
largely ignored the role of virtues in organi-
zational life (Cameron & Caza, 2002; 
Cameron, Bright & Caza, 2004). However, in 
Anglo-American philosophy, virtue ethics 
has recently made a comeback vis-à-vis con-
sequentialism and deontology (Snow, 2015). 
This resurgence has led to a growing number 
of organizational and management scholars 
paying more attention to the virtues (Ferrero 
& Sison, 2014). Perspectives from philoso-
phy, theology and psychology regarding the 
cultivation of virtue have begun to influence 

not only business ethics, but also leadership 
and management studies, among other areas 
of the administrative sciences. Positive 
Organizational Scholarship (POS), for exam-
ple, a novel, but rapidly growing field of 
research, studies extraordinary individual 
and organizational performance, concerning 
itself with conditions that promote and enable 
virtuous behaviours and positive emotions 
(Meyer, 2015). This should not come as a 
surprise when organizational misbehaviour 
and cases of environmental destruction are 
getting more attention (Meyer, Sison & 
Ferrero, 2018) and many employees and 
leaders describe their environment as gloomy 
(Youssef-Morgan & Luthans, 2013).

‘Over the last 10 years we have seen a 
plethora of ethical scandals, along with 
financial crises and leadership controver-
sies’ (Hibbert & Cunliffe, 2013: 178). What 
is more, scandals such as the ‘Dieselgate’ 
(Huehn, Meyer & Racelis, 2018) or the 
Theranos scandal (Ramsey, 2018) have shown 
that corporate social responsibility (CSR)  
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marketing campaigns and corporate compli-
ance programmes do not make a company 
more ethical. It needs more than rules and 
policies for a company to avoid wrongdo-
ing (Reeves, Dierksmeier & Chittaro, 2018). 
Gleaming CSR projects might help create the 
image of an ethically run company, but do not 
assure corporate ethical behaviour in the long 
term. Neither do corporate compliance or 
CSR campaigns help develop the moral iden-
tity (as a set of character traits) of employees 
or a morally sound organizational culture. 
Thus, organizational and management schol-
ars have now started to emphasize the role 
of character for businesses and leadership 
(Crossan, Byrne, Seijts, Reno, Monzani & 
Gandz, 2017) and point to the virtues to cre-
ate more ethical, responsible and sustainable 
organizations.

This chapter starts by laying out the nature 
of the virtues and clarifying their importance 
in business. This first segment, apart from 
showcasing the evolution of Virtue Ethics in 
business and management, explains how the 
virtues refer to the ‘nature’ and ‘final end’ 
of human beings, applying to a full range of 
dispositions to action. A careful reading of 
Aristotle shows that the virtues, as ‘charac-
ter excellences’, also refer to inclinations and 
tendencies, actions and habits, and, indeed, 
even lives taken as a whole (Sison, 2003).

The second part of this chapter focuses on 
the development of the virtues in organiza-
tions. It highlights two essential aspects of 
virtue. Initially, we show the crucial role of 
growing routines in business ethics educa-
tion. We explain how habits are acquired, 
nurtured and finally perfected. We describe 
how the conscious and reflective repetition of 
virtuous actions can positively transform the 
character of an agent. Hereby we refer to the 
craft analogy in the virtues (Russel, 2015). 
The similarity between learning a craft or 
skill and becoming virtuous leads us to the 
subsequent part. There we describe the cru-
cial role of ‘practical wisdom’ (phronesis) for 
the development of the virtues. Phronesis is 
essential for the virtues to evolve and has been 

identified as an important feature for leader-
ship and management education (Huehn 
2016; Melé, 2010). Aristotle describes phro-
nesis in the Nicomachean Ethics as the virtue 
of choosing the suitable means to the right 
end. Since observable conduct alone, without 
knowledge of underlying feelings and moti-
vations, is not enough for practical wisdom 
or the development of virtue in general, we 
underscore the importance of the alignment 
of emotions and action in virtue ethics educa-
tion. This leads us to a discussion of the dif-
ferent Aristotelian character types.

The third and final section illuminates the 
function of organizational conditions and the 
major role of leadership for the development 
of the virtues through businesses (Cameron, 
2003; Meyer et al., 2018). We draw not only 
from accounts of Aristotelian virtue, but 
also from positive organizational virtuous-
ness (Meyer, 2016; Cameron & Winn, 2012). 
Notwithstanding that virtue ethics means to 
provide guidance beyond context, we explain, 
through the lens of Positive Organizational 
Scholarship, how formal organizational fea-
tures (e.g. structures, rules, policies) in com-
bination with the right leadership can foster 
the development of environments conducive 
to the virtues, thus helping organizations to do 
good and well in a sustainable manner (Meyer, 
2015). Finally, conclusions and some practi-
cal advice complete this chapter. Through a 
focus on moral character building, we aim to 
stimulate a lively discussion integrating ethics, 
sustainability, and responsibility.

ARISTOTELIAN VIRTUE ETHICS IN 
BUSINESS

The word ‘virtue’ has its origin in the Greek con-
cept of ‘arête’, which signifies ‘what is best’ or 
‘excellent’ in human beings. Thus, virtue describes 
‘human excellence’ and refers to ‘what is best in 
human beings’.

This part starts by laying out the ‘nature’ and 
the ‘final end’ of human beings as understood 
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by Aristotle. Building on these antecedents, we, 
then, expound on virtues as ‘character excel-
lences’ and explain how they can also refer to 
inclinations and tendencies, actions and habits, 
and, indeed, even lives taken as a whole. 
Finally, we briefly showcase the evolution of 
virtue ethics in business and management.

The ‘Nature’ and ‘Final End’ of 
Human Beings

To know what is best in and for human beings, 
Aristotle stresses the importance of discover-
ing first and foremost (a) what human beings 
are and (b) what the aim of human life is. 
Regarding the former, Aristotle refers to the 
‘nature’ (physis) of human beings, describing 
their characteristic activity or function (ergon) 
in the Nicomachean Ethics (henceforth NE) 
and the Politics (henceforth Pltcs). He com-
prehends humans to be ‘political animals’ 
(NE: 1097b; Pltcs: 1253a), ‘living creatures 
that use words’ (Pltcs: 1253a; Metaphysics 
1037b), and beings capable of rational thought 
(logos). Apart from considering the individual 
aspect of human beings, Aristotle also high-
lights their social dimension, as beings that 
can intelligently communicate and live in 
dynamic, but stable structures. Concerning the 
latter, Aristotle proposes the ‘final end’ of 
human beings as happiness or flourishing 
(eudaimonia) (NE: 1097b–1098a).

Flourishing depends, first, on the individ-
ual itself, because it requires the perfection 
of a person’s nature as a social and rational 
creature through the practice of the virtues, 
the quest for excellence, which leads to per-
sonal thriving. ‘Virtues are necessary for and 
partially constitutive of flourishing’ (Sison, 
Ferrero & Guitián, 2018). However, flourish-
ing, as described by Aristotle, depends fur-
ther on two important aspects. It rests on (a) 
an individual’s community and (b) to a cer-
tain extent, also on material means.

Firstly, as the individual and social char-
acteristics of humans are interconnected, 
Aristotle thinks that people cannot flourish 

without being part of some sort of society. 
No person can thrive without other people 
achieving a certain level of well-being too. 
Flourishing is a common good. The indi-
vidual and its community are linked in the 
pursuit of excellence and, especially, flour-
ishing, which for Aristotle represents a fully 
developed human existence (Pltcs: 1252b). 
Secondly, even though one needs virtues to 
thrive, one also needs material means, because 
flourishing not only includes doing well, but 
also living well (NE: 1098a). Thus, Aristotle 
distinguishes between virtues, which he con-
siders to be ‘goods of the soul’ and material 
resources, which are ‘external goods’ (NE: 
1098b; Pltcs: 1323a). Even though Aristotle 
considers both necessary to flourish, he 
clearly states that external, bodily goods are 
of less importance. They are significant only 
in so far as they are indispensable for the per-
formance of excellent actions, for becoming 
virtuous (Pltcs: 1324a). Material goods are 
mere means to achieve the supreme goal of 
flourishing, the final end that we desire only 
for itself and nothing else (Meyer, 2015).

The ‘Nature’ of the Virtues

Virtues usually refer to ‘excellences’ found 
in a person’s character. However, they can 
also denote other capacities or dispositions 
typical for human beings, such as habits (NE 
1103a). A virtuous character results from the 
development and realization of virtuous 
habits. Habits derive from the frequent repe-
tition of virtuous actions, caused by virtuous 
inclinations or tendencies consistent with 
human nature and its final end. Therefore, a 
careful interpretation of Aristotle discloses 
that virtues not only imply character traits, 
but also signify, analogously, inclinations 
and tendencies, actions, habits and, indeed, 
even lives taken as a whole. As Flynn high-
lights: ‘In Aristotle’s view, a fulfilled life is a 
life lived kat’ aretên – in accordance with 
virtue’ (2008: 363). Let us now explain these 
different, but interwoven parts of virtue.
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Aristotelian ethics is based on the idea of 
‘proper human functioning’ (ergon), which 
indicates ‘some sort of life of action of the 
[part of the soul] that has reason’ (NE: 1098a). 
Hence, actions are the building blocks of vir-
tue. Not only are they easily observable but 
also fundamental, because an agent’s emo-
tions, thoughts or inclinations obtain moral 
relevance only through deeds. In contrast, hap-
penings or events external to an individual’s 
sphere of responsibility cannot be understood 
as an indication of the ethical quality of a per-
son. To account for the moral significance of 
actions, one must make a distinction between 
acts that are performed willingly and freely, on 
the one hand, and actions performed against 
one’s will, on the other hand. Like fortuitous 
occurrences (e.g. winning a lottery), invol-
untary actions take place by force of nature; 
people are passive subjects (NE: 1110a). The 
human actions that are related to the character 
are those performed intentionally after delib-
eration; acts that express feelings, desires or 
will. For this reason, to evaluate whether an 
action is good or evil, it is essential to com-
prehend (a) an action’s aim, (b) an agent’s 
motivation and (c) the conditions surrounding 
the deed. Even though the object of an act is 
the most significant aspect in the evaluation 
of deeds, for a correct assessment we also 
need to consider an actor’s intentions. It is not 
enough to give the impression of being good; 
an agent’s intentions need to be aligned with 
his or her final end as a human being to make 
a deed virtuous. Similarly, the circumstances 
under which an action is performed must 
also be considered. Consider, for example, 
a courageous, hard-working manager trying 
to avoid layoffs in times of crisis. However, 
due to unfortunate and biased negative media 
coverage all the manager’s efforts are in vain, 
and she is forced to close the business. While 
adverse conditions can devalue an ‘a priori’ 
good action or even turn it evil, advantageous 
situations do not change the moral quality of 
an action from evil to good. In sum, a virtuous 
act entails the integrity and confluence of its 
object, intention and circumstances.

Habits are a second level of Aristotelian 
virtue ethics. A habit can broadly be described 
as a firm disposition of being, doing, or act-
ing. Habits result from the frequent rep-
etition of voluntary actions (NE: 1103a). 
Voluntary actions and their transformation 
into habits presuppose freedom on three dif-
ferent levels: (1) physical freedom, (2) psy-
chological freedom and (3) moral freedom. 
Physical freedom means that an agent is, for 
example, not held prisoner in a penitentiary, 
but has the capacity for motion/movement. 
Psychological freedom means that an agent’s 
decision is based on free choice, taking for 
granted that this agent’s independent will is 
the determining factor in the decision-making 
process, and that he or she takes full respon-
sibility for his or her decisions. Physical free-
dom and psychological freedom relate to our 
natural condition and are thus freedoms from 
contrary physical forces and psychological 
factors. Moral freedom is different. It means 
the free choice to seek something larger and 
nobler than our natural condition. One attains 
such freedom when he or she grows virtues 
as good habits.

Virtuous habits aid an agent to perform 
more good actions better. Habits, in general, 
do not only improve an agent’s set of skills 
through continuous practice or training, but 
also increase the level of pleasure and satis-
faction derived from repeated performance. 
The same is true for ‘moral’ skills. Imagine, 
for example, the executive of a small com-
pany, who improves her feedback techniques 
by being more compassionate. Habits or rou-
tines, enhanced and strengthened dispositions, 
constitute something like a ‘second nature’. 
Sooner than later, our executive would be seen 
not only as more caring, but also become more 
concerned and benevolent. Ideally, she would 
even be considered a role-model and her con-
duct would start to positively influence her 
co-workers’ conduct as well. Such an effect 
would not be considered rare, because lead-
ers, as role models, can have a strong impact 
on their employees through their performance 
(Cameron & Caza, 2002).
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Both virtues and vices arise from the rep-
etition of actions (NE: 1103b), but only good 
deeds produce virtues. For example, in face 
of adversity, only those who have the habit 
of responding with courage will be valiant 
and self-assured. Those who do not are para-
lysed by fear. Only a person prepared to react 
courageously would opt to reveal managerial 
malpractice to the relevant authorities or the 
public as a result.

Character is the third and most common 
level in which we find the virtues. Virtue 
theories solely based on behaviour generally 
count as weak conceptions of virtue. Aristotle 
considers character states the proper locus for 
virtue (NE: 1106a). Character means a more 
precise and complete depiction of a human 
being than habits or actions alone because it 
displays greater permanence and is more dif-
ficult to alter. Even though character, in some 
way, is constituted by habits, as with success-
ful work teams, the sum is greater than the 
mere aggregation of parts.

Character incorporates various habits. 
These habits, unsurprisingly, can be found in 
various stages of development. While a per-
son might be courageous and compassionate, 
this same person might be, at the same time, 
more caring than brave. What is more, one 
habit might influence another habit positively 
or negatively. A prudent person, for example, 
is more likely to be brave, just or temperate. 
Thus, character describes the entirety of a per-
son’s habits plus their degree of development, 
providing a person with an inimitable touch.

Lifestyle embodies how a person feels, 
behaves and lives. A lifestyle is an all-inclusive  
choice. It represents, first and foremost, a per-
son’s aim in life and corresponds to a person’s 
ideals and moral point of view. Most people 
would agree that human beings ultimately seek 
eudaimonia or a flourishing life. Therefore, all 
our actions are directed towards this final goal, 
which is desirable in itself. Everything else 
becomes significant because of it. Flourishing 
exemplifies the absolute form of virtue or 
moral excellence and can be understood as 
human nature in its perfect state. Still, even 

though most human beings agree that they 
seek flourishing (eudaimonia), there are dif-
ferent interpretations of what exactly this 
means and involves. Ideally, an individual’s 
goals and moral points of view are in line with 
the principles and values of the corporation he 
or she works for.

Aristotle differentiated between four main 
lifestyles: (a) one focused on wealth or money 
(NE: 1096a), (b) one aimed at pleasure (NE: 
1095b), (c) one that pursues honour (NE: 
1095b) and (d) one directed toward knowl-
edge or study (NE: 1098b). His deliberations 
show that not the search for money, nor pleas-
ure, nor honour lead to true flourishing; the 
life of study and the search for knowledge 
is what represents the highest form of virtue 
(NE: 1177a). Even though Aristotle acknowl-
edged that a certain level of wealth can be use-
ful for attaining a flourishing life, money is 
only of instrumental value. Similarly, Aristotle 
acknowledged the appeal of pleasure, but 
argues that such a life would be somewhat 
‘slavish’, and that human beings should aspire 
instead for higher things. The third option, 
a life of action, a political life that pursues 
honour, is certainly more elevated than a life 
dedicated to gratification. Still, even such a 
lifestyle appears somewhat ‘superficial’ (NE: 
1095b). Finally, Aristotle explained why a life 
of study is the best option to attain flourish-
ing. A life dedicated to knowledge and study is 
self-contained and includes its own end (NE: 
1098b). It is also pleasant in itself, embodying 
an important part of the soul’s proper activ-
ity (NE: 1099a). Lastly, a life of study is in 
accordance with reason and sound judgment 
(NE: 1099a). Hence, a person devoted to study 
and knowledge pursues the noblest objects 
(NE: 1100b). A life of study is in accordance 
with a life of virtue.

In a certain way we can observe this rea-
soning among many corporations and their 
human resources practices. Many successful 
organizations acknowledge that simply pay-
ing a monthly salary, even though an essential 
part of any serious workplace is not enough 
to truly motivate employees. Thus companies 
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such as Google, Starbucks, Reebok, or 
Spotify offer their employees additional 
compensations (i.e. pleasures) such as free 
food, free education, sports classes and free 
concerts (Schrodt, 2017). As the 2018 Global 
Talent Trends survey reveals, nowadays, that 
employees highly value a focus on well-
being at their company, including perks such 
regular health screenings and frequent ‘lunch 
and learn’ sessions (Kohll, 2018). On top of 
such sweeteners many organizations tend to 
give credit to their employees for work well 
done (i.e. recognize and honour their accom-
plishments) through award programmes such 
as peer-to-peer recognition, customer ser-
vice awards, volunteer awards, and so forth. 
Finally, many companies not only opt for 
stressing a ‘higher purpose’ in their vision 
and mission statements, but also ingrain it 
into their corporate culture (e.g. Patagonia, 
Zingerman’s, Warby Parker). Motivation 
can come from different sources at once 
(Hilliard, 2013), and these business examples 
show how companies can combine extrinsic 
and intrinsic motivations.

The Evolution of Virtue Ethics in 
Business and Management

Together with utilitarianism and deontology, 
virtue ethics is largely recognized as one of 
the three major schools of ethics. In business 
and management literature, however, the other 
two schools have long been dominant, virtue 
ethics being only of marginal importance. 
This near absence of virtue ethics in business 
and management was probably not because 
scholars and practitioners were ignorant about 
virtue ethics, but because virtue ethics was 
simply not thought fit for business. So, despite 
their long history, business scholars mostly 
avoided considering virtues in organizational 
life (Cameron et al., 2004; Cameron and Caza, 
2002). Still today, the virtues are sometimes 
perceived as naive and inappropriate in corpo-
rate environments. Lately, however, virtue ethics 
has returned to the forefront (Petri, 2017),  

especially in Anglo-American philosophy as an 
alternative to consequentialism and deontology 
(Snow, 2015). This resurgence has led to a 
growing number of organizational and man-
agement scholars paying more attention to the 
virtues (Ferrero & Sison, 2014). Perspectives 
from philosophy, theology and psychology 
regarding the cultivation of virtue have started 
to influence not only research in business 
ethics, but also leadership and management 
studies among other areas.

In the 1980s, the rebirth of virtue ethics was 
a rather slow process. The first mention of vir-
tue ethics back then was in relation to market-
ing (Robin & Reidenbach, 1987). However, 
in the 1990s the topic gained more influence, 
and by 1999, the rate of articles published on 
virtue ethics rose steadily. The virtues also 
reappeared in teaching. Then, from the turn of 
the millennium until 2009, articles concerning 
virtue ethics nearly doubled compared to the 
previous decade (Ferrero & Sison, 2014).

BUSINESS ETHICS EDUCATION: 
DEVELOPING VIRTUES IN 
ORGANIZATIONS

Growing virtuous habits and developing practical 
wisdom together leads to character excellence. In 
other words, being good at living one’s life means 
to have the right goals (i.e. virtues) and to know 
how to realize those goals (i.e. practical wisdom).

This section focuses on the development of 
virtues. First, we highlight the role of grow-
ing routines in business ethics education. We 
explain how virtuous habits are acquired, 
nurtured and finally perfected. Second, we 
illustrate the crucial role of practical wisdom 
(phronesis) in virtue ethics. Aristotle 
describes ‘practical wisdom’ as the virtue of 
choosing the suitable means to the right end. 
Phronesis is essential for virtues to develop. 
However, since observable conduct alone, 
without knowledge of underlying feelings 
and motivations, is not enough for practical 
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wisdom or the development of virtue in gen-
eral, this part also deals with the importance 
of the alignment of emotions and action for 
becoming virtuous. This leads us finally to 
the different character types which Aristotle 
distinguishes.

Growing Habits: The Power of 
Having Routines

Following Hursthouse and Pettigrove (2016) 
virtues are ‘multi-track dispositions’ attribut-
able to a ‘certain sort of person with a certain 
complex mindset’. Hence, (1) no one is born 
virtuous and (2) to become virtuous is an 
achievement. In other words, virtues are not 
given to us; they do not simply appear, but 
virtues are something we must develop 
(Russel, 2015). To be virtuous or not is not an 
‘act of nature’ or a biological occurrence 
beyond one’s dominion. It is, rather, the 
result of decisions made in accordance with 
reason. No one can be forced to become vir-
tuous. What is more, virtues can be gained, 
but they can also be lost. The development of 
virtues is not a unidirectional, accumulative 
process. There is no guarantee that one will 
become a virtuous person – it is an individual 
choice, which implies dedication and needs 
time. Aristotle was aware that complete vir-
tuousness might not be reachable in a single 
lifetime and that highly virtuous persons are 
rare, but he also affirmed that all human 
beings have the capacity to develop virtues 
and become virtuous. One crucial step to 
becoming virtuous is to develop virtuous 
routines. So, how do we grow such habits, 
and how do we distinguish between right and 
wrong habituation?

As a famous radio commercial in Spain 
says: You expect the doctor performing your 
surgery to have done the procedure many 
times before. You also expect the pilot tak-
ing you from Madrid to New York to have 
thousands of flight hours. So, why would 
you listen to a radio station playing hits from 
singers or groups that have only recently 

gained popularity through a casting show? 
In short, the message from this radio station 
(ROCK FM) is that people who have ample 
experience do a better job. Having experience 
means that one has probably gone through 
a long process of learning. An assignment 
we have completed many times becomes 
easier every time we perform it, because the 
development of a habit or routine regularly 
includes an integrated feedback loop. Thus, 
habits result from the repetition of voluntary 
actions (NE 1103a). Such routines, then, cre-
ate capacities and lead us to develop our full 
potential. Hence, we know exactly how to 
perform a certain task and how possible mis-
takes can be avoided. We find better ways to 
react when something unpredictable comes 
up and we know how to successfully finish 
the task. At its core, developing a habit means 
the conscious repetition of a certain type of 
action until it forms part of our ‘nature’ (Sison 
& Ferrero, 2015). Consider, for example, an 
employee that has recently started to use new 
software. At first the employee struggles with 
all the new tools it includes and has problems 
using them. She feels overwhelmed by all 
the information and the possibilities the new 
software offers. Still, despite her uneasiness, 
she decides to give the computer program a 
chance and learns how to use it. Every time 
she uses it, she makes mental notes on how 
the different tools function. Whenever she 
uses the new system, she discovers that she 
becomes better at using it. After a few weeks 
she feels confident using the software. Half 
a year later she cannot imagine herself using 
any other software.

Even though learning how to use a new 
software is not the same as developing a 
virtue, it exemplifies how the conscious 
repetition of actions functions. Eventually, 
developing a virtue is not that different from 
learning a skill (Russel, 2015). Both are 
acquired through practice. ‘Becoming virtu-
ous is a special case of the general phenom-
enon of getting better – better at succeeding 
in the sorts of things where succeeding is not 
the default’ (Russel, 2015: 18).
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Thinking of a virtue as some sort of skill 
is useful when it comes to developing them. 
Still, it does not help us to decide between 
good and bad habits, and it does not fully 
explain how one acquires proper habitua-
tion. So, what can we learn from Aristotle 
about the right kind of habituation? There are 
three important aspects which Aristotle high-
lighted when it comes to properly develop-
ing a habit: (1) actions should express proper 
reasoning (NE: 1103b), (2) right habituation 
shuns excess and defect (NE: 1104a), and 
(3) proper habituation comes from an indi-
vidual’s experiencing pleasure or pain in the 
appropriate kind of action (NE: 1104b).

Let us explain these three aspects of habit-
uation. First, Aristotle linked actions (and 
therefore also habits) to correct reasoning. 
Hence, individual actions whose repetition 
creates a habit should be done thoughtfully, 
minding what is opportune in each case, as 
good surgeons, architects, or airplane pilots 
do in practice. Next, as Aristotle pointed out, 
right habituation does not involve excess or 
defect. Every habit should be oriented towards 
a ‘golden mean’, defined with regard to the 
individual agent. For example, someone who 
is courageous is neither too fearful nor too 
confident. Third, to develop the right kind of 
habits signifies that an individual experiences 
pleasure or pain in the appropriate kind of 
action. Action and emotions such as pleasure 
and pain are very much interconnected. Just 
consider that we all begin to develop a better 
or worse personality through pleasures and 
pains experienced during childhood. These 
two emotions can, however, also serve as 
important indicators for developing the right 
habits (the ones which are in line with our 
nature) during adulthood and for avoiding the 
bad ones (the ones which are contrary to our 
nature). On the one hand, excessive eating 
and drinking produces stomach pain, abusing 
drugs can cause serious health issues, hear-
ing excessively loud music can cause hearing 
problems, working too much over a longer 
period can lead to burn-out, etc. On the other 
hand, playing tennis or the piano for one or 

two hours can produce pleasure, eating some 
ice cream on Sundays can make us happy for 
a while, or learning a new language can help 
staying mentally fit during old age. Listening 
to our inner voice and being conscious about 
our habits is crucial when developing virtues 
and avoiding vicious habits.

Similarly, Hibbert and Cunliffe (2013) sug-
gest that moral reflexive practice (i.e. a certain 
manner of being that comprises questioning 
who we are and the way we interact in responsi-
ble and ethical ways; see Cunliffe, 2009) offers 
a possibility to foster responsible and ethical 
practices. At the workplace, that could mean 
slowing down from time to time and reflecting 
on our behaviour and that of others. This habit is 
mostly long lost in business nowadays. Instead, 
the environment is commonly described by 
the acronym VUCA (volatile, uncertain, com-
plex and ambiguous), showcasing the grow-
ing inability of employees to grasp the world 
and deal with what is happening to and around 
them (Kraaijenbrink, 2018). Thus, as the archi-
tects of our lives one must (continuously) study 
one’s habits, practices and routines. To ask 
questions about ourselves (and others) is key 
to eradicating irresponsible actions and habits, 
and to becoming more responsible (Hibbert 
and Cunliffe, 2013). In practice that could mean 
avoiding any habits that jeopardize oneself; 
getting rid of any routines that do not lead us 
towards our personal flourishing. To start such 
an endeavour is certainly not easy. Bad hab-
its are hard to break. However, for starters, it 
might be enough to eliminate practices we do 
not want to have, because these habits keep us 
away from what is important. Through such a 
simple process of elimination we will automati-
cally find ourselves doing more of the things we 
are really interested in.

Practical Wisdom: The Mother of 
All Virtues

Virtuous actions result from the pairing of 
conscious decisions and right reasoning. 
Virtuous habits, then, come from the repeated 
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performance of such actions, which are con-
sequently perfected through a feedback loop. 
Since virtuous actions occur in concrete situ-
ations, to become virtuous, it is indispensable 
to develop also proper appreciations of situa-
tions and knowledge of how to proceed. We 
cannot become virtuous simply by studying 
the virtues theoretically. Aristotle pointed out 
that for the appropriate development of the 
virtues, one needs to obtain practical wisdom 
(phronesis): ‘the right way to do the right 
thing in a particular circumstance, with a 
particular person, at a particular time’ 
(Schwartz & Sharpe, 2010: 3–4). Practical 
wisdom signifies the alignment among right 
thinking and perception, right desire and 
right action. It creates harmony among 
reason, sensibility or emotions, and behav-
iour. Rules do not apply to practical wisdom, 
which can only be learned through practice, 
experience and constant training. Practical 
wisdom is an ideal that is hard to achieve and 
has even been considered a ‘sixth sense’ 
(Malan & Kriger, 1998: 246; see also 
McKenna et  al., 2009). Thus, it does not 
come as a surprise that Aristotle indicated 
that practical wisdom usually comes with age 
and experience.

Together with Aristotle (NE: 1145a), medi-
eval scholars considered practical wisdom 
as the mother of all other virtues because, 
essentially, all virtues involve practical, nor-
mative knowledge. What is more, without 
practical wisdom, no other virtue is possible 
because knowledge must be essentially uni-
fied; to evaluate something is to compare its 
relative value to others. Nowadays, accord-
ing to Bachman et al. (2017) ‘virtue ethicists 
consider practical wisdom as a sine qua non 
condition of becoming a virtuous leader’  
(p. 7). They suggest that managers who 
develop practical wisdom become more 
effective, as they become more morally 
tuned, integrate better ethical considerations 
with instrumental ones, start to give better 
advice, become experts at solving complex 
problems, and develop a fine sense of how to 
inspire colleagues and followers.

Developmental Stages of 
Virtuousness

Developing virtuous habits is not easy; espe-
cially because it is extremely complex to 
obtain practical wisdom. Thus, it does not 
come as a surprise that each individual 
human being will have reached a different 
level of virtuousness towards the end of his 
or her life. Aristotle (NE: 1145a–1152a) dif-
ferentiated between four general levels of 
virtuousness (see also Curzer, 2012; Homiak, 
2016; Kraut, 2018).

Let us start with the vicious (kakia) charac-
ter. Not being conscious of his or her selfish 
inclinations, a person with a vicious character 
does not distinguish between what is morally 
right or wrong (NE: 1150b–1151a). Such an 
individual lacks any moral sense of the good 
and, thus, does not have any sense for justice 
either (Kraut, 2018). He or she is careless of 
the feelings of others and is strongly domi-
nated by his or her tendencies to excessively 
accumulate material goods and pursue bodily 
pleasures (NE: 1151a). The vicious person 
fails to take the right decisions because he or 
she does not comprehend what is right. What 
is more, as such a person does not sense any 
tension between his or her (self-centred) ten-
dencies and possible moral implications; he 
or she might easily mistake what is right for 
what is wrong. For example, a vicious MBA-
student would cheat in an exam without feel-
ing any guilt. Instead, such a student would 
rather be concerned with assuring him or her 
a good mark (no matter what), and the pro-
fessor not finding out about the betrayal to 
avoid any troubles that might result in nega-
tive consequences.

Then there is the incontinent (akrasia) 
character. In contrast to the vicious person, 
the incontinent is aware of his or her wrong-
doing. He or she distinguishes well what is 
right from wrong. Individuals with this char-
acter know what they should ideally do but 
see themselves unable to control their incli-
nations. They lack self-discipline and act 
against their better knowledge (NE: 1152a). 
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A person with an incontinent character might 
wish to do the right thing but finds him or 
herself failing to do so. This type of character 
is internally conflicted and, in contrast to the 
vicious person, suffers from inner remorse 
(Homiak, 2016). Coming back to our exam-
ple from above, an MBA-student with an 
incontinent character would cheat in an exam 
to assure a good mark. However, this student 
would feel guilty about it. He or she knows 
that cheating in an exam is morally blame-
worthy. He or she might even think after-
wards about how to correct the misbehaviour, 
because the betrayal would put him or her at 
unease with him or herself.

Thirdly, Aristotle refers to the continent 
(enkrateia) character. On the one hand, this 
type of individual resembles the incontinent 
person because he or she knows to distin-
guish between what is morally right and what 
wrong. However, in contrast, the continent 
character not only chooses to do good, but also 
acts upon his or her decisions (Curzer, 2012). 
He or she has the ability to stand his or her 
ground (NE: 1152a). This person has learned 
to control him- or herself. In this way, con-
tinence can be understood as a form of self-
mastery. On the other hand, from an external 
perspective, the continent character resembles 
the virtuous person very much, because he or 
she has learned to act properly (Kraut, 2018). 
Nevertheless, he or she struggles to do so. 
Acting appropriately does not come easy to 
him or her because such a person’s actions do 
not resemble his or her feelings (NE: 1151a). 
Hence, the continent person is also internally 
conflicted (Homiak, 2016). This state of char-
acter requires a strong will and the ability 
to suffer for the right reasons. In the case of 
our MBA student, we would observe a per-
son that would like to cheat but decides not 
to. Instead, such a student would opt to study 
hard to obtain a good grade. He or she might, 
however, find it hard to make this decision, as 
cheating still appears attractive.

Finally, Aristotle considers the virtuous 
character as the highest ideal. A person with 
this character type knows and chooses the 

right thing. Additionally, the virtuous person 
enjoys performing the right action. There is 
no intra-psychological conflict. Emotions 
and reason are in harmony. He or she does 
not have any inclination toward acting self-
ishly or amorally; he or she deeply desires to 
do good. The virtuous person could, thus, be 
considered the natural progression from the 
continent character. Such an individual not 
only chooses the right thing, but also desires 
it. His or her emotions, feelings and wishes 
are in line with his or her decisions.

Most people would certainly fall into the 
second (incontinent) or third (continent) 
group. However, a clear distinction is a rather 
complicated process. That is because the 
virtuousness of a person can only be evalu-
ated by a truly virtuous individual. Also, it 
would be difficult to expect a person to have 
developed all the virtues to the same degree. 
Thus, one must consider the possibility that 
a person might have achieved the ability to 
suppress a certain type of desire, but not have 
control over others. On the one hand, one 
could easily imagine a husband that is com-
mitted to his wife and, even though he desires 
other women, has mastered control over 
these desires. He is 100 per cent loyal to his 
better half. From this example, such a person 
would be considered to fall into the continent 
character group. On the other hand, the same 
man might accept from time to time bribes at 
work. Even though he does not feel comfort-
able to do so, he lacks the self-control to say 
no to such ‘sweeteners’, because they permit 
him and his family to maintain a certain life-
style which would otherwise be impossible. 
Evaluating from this example only, such a 
person would have to be considered incon-
tinent. What is more, looking at a single 
action or the behaviour of a person in only 
one domain does not allow for a generaliza-
tion on the virtuous development of a human 
being. It is easy to imagine a person saying 
no to a bribe on one occasion and accepting 
a bribe on another. Hence, the importance of 
character as a whole in evaluating the virtu-
ousness of a person.
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BUSINESS ETHICS EDUCATION: 
DEVELOPING VIRTUES THROUGH 
ORGANIZATIONS

A leader is someone who helps improve the lives 
of other people or improve the system they live 
under. (Sam Houston)

This section illuminates the role of organiza-
tional conditions and the importance of leader-
ship for the development of the virtues in and 
through business. Here we not only draw from 
accounts of neo-Aristotelian virtue, but also 
from Positive Organizational Scholarship (e.g. 
positive organizational virtuousness). We 
explain how organizational features such as 
structures, rules or policies in combination with 
the right leadership can foster the development 
of environments conducive to the virtues.

Organizational Conditions

Organizations are composed of people. 
However, they are not merely loosely con-
nected clusters of various individuals. 
Generally, organizations have rules, structures, 
processes, routines and so forth. All these char-
acteristics influence the members of an organi-
zation and help create its culture.

The behaviour of the organization’s stake-
holders is influenced by its features. For this 
reason, Positive Organizational Scholarship 
(POS), a research field inspired by Positive 
Psychology (PP), considers organizational 
features to be important for the ethical devel-
opment of organizational members. Even 
though POS’s idea of virtue is not entirely 
in line with the idea of many Aristotelian 
virtue ethicists (Meyer, 2016), their notion 
of (organizational) virtuousness can help to 
better understand the relationship between an 
organization’s members and its features.

Positive Organizational Scholarship is a 
rapidly developing field of research founded 
shortly after the turn of the century. It centres 
around that which impacts organizations and 
individuals positively with a focus on virtuous 

behaviours and positive emotions. Among 
other things, it studies human strength, resil-
ience and flourishing. ‘At the heart of POS is 
what leads to prosperous results and the best 
of the human condition’ (Meyer, 2015: S175). 
The word ‘positive’ has created some confu-
sion as there is still no final answer to what 
it exactly signifies (Caza & Carroll, 2012). 
However, since the early stages of the research 
field, ‘positive’ has been taken to mean: 
excellence, thriving, flourishing, abundance, 
resilience and virtuousness. Gittel, Cameron, 
Lim and Rivas (2006) and Hess and Cameron 
(2006) have also considered it a synonym for 
extraordinary performance.

(Organizational) virtuousness is a core 
concept of POS (Cameron & Winn, 2012), 
mainly inspired by Aristotle’s notion of vir-
tue. Positive (organizational) virtuousness is 
also motivated by research in positive psy-
chology, biology, sociology, socio-biology, 
social psychology and genetic psychology 
among others. Positive (organizational) virtu-
ousness is, at its core, the result of a mixture 
of research findings from multiple scientific 
disciplines plus POS’s understanding of 
Aristotle’s concept of virtue (Meyer, 2016).

At the most elementary level, positive 
(organizational) virtuousness is about human 
nature, human behaviour and its interaction 
with that of co-workers in organizations and 
with the rest of society. A deeper look, how-
ever, reveals that also organizational features 
such as a company’s structure play an impor-
tant part in positive (organizational) virtu-
ousness. For example, a specially designed 
organizational structure, such as in the case 
of the firm AES, exemplifies ‘one key aspect 
of virtuousness in organizations’ (Cameron, 
2003: 49). Consequently, the definition of 
organizational virtuousness encompasses 
organizational features as enablers of virtu-
ous deeds (i.e., Cameron, 2003; Cameron 
et  al., 2004). In this sense, POS suggests 
that such formal features (e.g. structures) 
can be understood as an extension of the 
virtuousness of the organization’s members. 
They provide a favourable setting for the 

BK-SAGE-MOOSMAYER_ET_AL-190341-Chp17.indd   290 03/04/20   6:02 AM



Virtues in responsible ManageMent education: building character 291

development of virtues in organizations. The 
organization fosters the practice of virtues 
through its context. Imagine, for example, 
a company designed to increase their mem-
bers’ level of courage to help employees to 
speak up if they discover any wrongdoing. 
To start, the company decides to (1) reward 
courageous behaviour with extra days off 
(e.g. speaking up against misconduct), (2) 
introduce an annual award for courageous 
behaviour at work and (3) promote the intro-
duction of a ‘courage working group’ where 
employees are not only encouraged to par-
ticipate, but also get paid extra for doing so. 
The company wants to institutionalize cour-
age; it wants to make it part of its ‘nature’. 
Similar to this example, the German manager 
magazin suggests an ‘anti-bullying com-
pany agreement’ as a possible start for VW 
to cope with its current ‘Dieselgate’ scandal 
(Claassen, 2017). As the journal explains, 
such an agreement would sanction non-infor-
mation as a discriminatory act, normatively 
guaranteeing the best possible information 
for the entire workforce. Every employee 
who courageously tells and shares the truth 
must and could be effectively protected. Such 
an agreement describes one possible step to 
protect the truth, openness and information 
culture by promoting courage.

These examples show how a company, 
by introducing new rules, structures, norms 
and so forth can influence the behaviour of 
its members. From an Aristotelian perspec-
tive, however, it is not the environment which 
changes the behaviour of a virtuous agent, but 
it is rather the virtuous person that alters his 
or her surroundings. Thus, Aristotle would 
probably not entirely agree with the impor-
tance given to non-human elements in posi-
tive (organizational) virtuousness. Still, he 
would probably admit that situations can be 
powerful and sometimes even overpowering 
influences upon behaviour (see Alzola, 2012; 
Tenbrunsel and Smith-Crowe, 2008; Treviño, 
den Nieuwenboer & Kish-Gephardt, 2014). 
Even a virtuous person would deteriorate in 
an extremely vicious environment.

Because the surrounding environment 
can facilitate (or hinder) the development 
of virtuous actions and habits, organizations 
should pay attention to how their structures, 
rules, etc. impact upon its members.

Organizational Leadership

At its core, leadership deals with the problem 
of how to shape the behaviour of individuals 
or groups (Huehn, 2014). Above we explained 
how organizational conditions can impact the 
behaviour of organizational members. A 
leader can, through the introduction of new 
rules, structures, or strategies, change the 
conduct of employees. Now we want to con-
centrate on how leaders can influence upon 
an organization’s stakeholders more directly, 
through their communication skills and, also, 
through their own actions, behaviour and 
even through their character. Thus we will 
refer first to positive leadership, and second, 
to neo-Aristotelian leadership.

Positive Leadership means the application 
of research findings from POS to organiza-
tional governance. Thus, not surprisingly, 
the above-mentioned concept of positive 
(organizational) virtuousness counts among 
the leadership theory’s key aspects.

To describe a virtuous leader, Cameron 
(2011) conflates virtuousness with responsi-
bility. He sticks to Pless’s idea of responsible 
leadership as ‘the art of building and sustain-
ing social and moral relationships between 
business leaders and different stakeholders 
(followers), based on a sense of justice, a 
sense of recognition, a sense of care, and a 
sense of accountability for a wide range of 
economic, ecological, social, political, and 
human responsibilities’ (Pless, 2007: 451). 
A positive and virtuous leader is accountable, 
empowered and faithfully pursues outcomes 
(Meyer, 2016). To this, Cameron (2011) adds 
the ability ‘to act in an appropriate fashion’, 
finding the right or best way to handle situa-
tions, not in general or in the abstract, but in 
specific circumstances (p. 26).
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Regarding outcomes, positive organiza-
tions aim at doing good and doing well. Doing 
good refers to individuals or organizations that 
undertake actions ‘to create a beneficial and 
sustainable situation for a company, the stake-
holders and the community, the environment, 
and for society as a whole’ (Meyer, 2015: 188). 
Doing well stands for ‘marked improvements 
in terms of a multilevel performance includ-
ing economic, human, and environmental 
aspects, indicating the magnitude of change in 
an upward trajectory, and highlighting future 
viability and sustainability’ (p. 188).

Within the notion of positive (organiza-
tional) virtuousness, we find two attributes 
that explain how a leader can affect the 
behaviour of employees and mould a posi-
tive organization: the amplifying and buffer-
ing effects. The amplifying effect describes 
an ascending and self-reinforcing spiral pro-
duced by the repetition of virtuous conduct in 
groups (Cameron & Winn, 2012). The buffer-
ing effect clarifies how virtuousness operates 
as a protection mechanism against dysfunc-
tion (Seligman & Csikszentmihalyi, 2000). 
The buffering effect makes organizations 
more robust, strengthens group cohesion, 
and helps organizational members better deal 
with challenges (Cameron & Caza, 2002). 
Let us explain how these two attributes can 
help a leader to influence the behaviour of 
individuals and groups.

The amplifying quality of virtuousness 
is based on studies by Fredrickson (1998, 
2001, and 2003) and Fredrickson and Joiner 
(2002). When individuals observe or experi-
ence positive deeds, they sense the urge to 
also act virtuously. Positive emotions trigger 
positive activities. These positive acts, then, 
produce more positive feelings. Thus, a virtu-
ous cycle is set in motion (Meyer, 2016). In 
Aristotelian virtue ethics, this is traditionally 
known as ‘feedback loops’ (Sison, 2003). 
This mechanism is closely linked to social 
capital and prosocial behaviour (Cameron, 
2003). Regarding the former, virtues like car-
egiving, empathy and trust help to improve a 
workplace’s flow of information, enrich the 

interactions between employees and, in gen-
eral, lead to more dynamism and more effi-
cient resource-sharing (Dutton and Heaphy, 
2003; Cameron et  al., 2004). They create 
social capital in organizations. Similarly, 
regarding prosocial behaviour, witnessing 
excellent or moral behaviour inspires people 
to echo such conduct on their own (Cameron, 
2003; Cameron and Winn, 2012). Employees 
observing their co-workers behaving in a 
prosocial way, tend to imitate them. Hence, 
by, for example, acting in a prosocial way, 
or by living virtues such as the ones men-
tioned above, the leader, as a role model, can 
help to set into motion a process of virtuous 
transformation.

The buffering effect of virtuousness 
goes back to research by Seligman and 
Csikszentmihalyi (2000). It works in the 
same way as the amplifying effect, but it 
describes another outcome. The buffering 
effect explains how virtuousness enables 
resiliency (Cameron et  al., 2004). It makes 
individuals and organizations more robust 
because it strengthens group cohesion and 
aids organizational members to better cope 
with challenges (Cameron & Caza, 2002). 
Among other advantages, the buffering 
effect helps organizations protect themselves 
against the negative effects usually linked to 
downsizing. For example, imagine a com-
pany that has just downsized. Rationalization 
generally affects employees’ lives negatively. 
The morale deteriorates, abuse intensifies 
and employees typically even see their pri-
vate lives adversely affected. However, if the 
leader is able to institutionalize forgiveness, 
in the sense that the company adopts a posi-
tive attitude towards challenges, the organi-
zation can recuperate more easily and even 
flourish again (Shannon, 2013). This does 
not mean that any harm must not be acknowl-
edged or that any damage is denied. It solely 
means to go ahead with optimism and not to 
be stuck in the past. In contrast, most com-
panies, which do not have a culture of for-
giveness, usually have a hard time to recover 
(Shannon, 2013).
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Positive Leadership, via the concept of 
(organizational) virtuousness, offers (poten-
tial) leaders ways to develop virtues in 
institutions through implementing the right 
organizational conditions (e.g. structure, rou-
tines, norms) and through being a positive 
leader (e.g. being a role model that actively 
promotes virtuous behaviours).

In Aristotelian virtue ethics, when it 
comes to leadership, the focus is on ‘rheto-
ric’ (Sison, 2003, Meyer et  al., 2018), that 
is, an individual’s ability to persuade or con-
vince other people through peaceful means, 
respecting their freedom and rationality. In 
the Rhetoric, Aristotle enlisted three instru-
ments to bring this about: the argument or 
speech (logos), the audience or listeners’ 
emotional condition (pathos), and the leader 
or speaker’s character (ethos). Although all 
three are necessary, Aristotle believes that 
the speaker’s character (ethos) is the criti-
cal factor for successful leadership; it deter-
mines one’s credibility. This way Aristotle 
established the link between leadership and 
virtue insofar as virtue denotes, among other 
things, excellence in character. Granted such 
a leader’s commitment to moral excellence, 
economic outcomes are clearly directed 
to a lower level of importance. A virtuous 
leader would rather renounce economic suc-
cess than put virtue in jeopardy. Hence, such 
a leader would certainly not consider any 
shady organizational practices (e.g. harming 
the environment, child labour and so forth) to 
boost financial results.

CONCLUSIONS

The purpose of this chapter is to explain how 
character-building through the development 
of the virtues contributes to good business 
and responsible management practices. To do 
so, we first had to make clear how virtue 
refers primarily to excellence in character, 
perfects human nature and brings each person 
closer to his or her flourishing (eudaimonia) 
or ‘final end’.

Inasmuch as virtues are not innate proper-
ties in human beings, they need to be acquired 
and nurtured through conscious and deliber-
ate actions. These actions, on the one hand, 
reinforce certain inclinations and tendencies, 
and on the other, create habits, which, in 
turn, determine one’s character and condition 
one’s lifestyle choices. Practical wisdom, 
the intellectual and moral habit of doing the 
right thing the right way for the right reason, 
is crucial for acquiring all the other virtues. 
Without practical wisdom, no other moral 
virtue is possible. In response to objections 
of circularity we have traced how practical 
wisdom can be advanced through different 
character stages.

We have also demonstrated how Positive 
Organizational Studies (POS) draws inspi-
ration from neo-Aristotelian virtue ethics. 
The synergy between the two is helpful in 
clarifying how institutional contexts such as 
management structures, rules and policies in 
business organizations can either help or hin-
der the virtues and virtuousness. In particular, 
positive leadership styles ensure that manag-
ers promote and protect virtue among indi-
viduals under their charge, mainly through 
different amplifying and buffering effects. In 
a sense, responsible management education 
is none other than encouraging the practice 
of virtues and virtuousness through one’s 
organizational leadership.

FUTURE PRACTICE

In this chapter we put the emphasis on the 
development of virtue in and through organi-
zational environments. Hence, we offer two 
mutually supportive ways for leaders to 
encourage virtuousness at work. On the one 
hand, leaders can create organizational set-
tings conducive to the virtues. On the other 
hand, leaders, as role models, can foster vir-
tuous habits in organizations through their 
own behaviour and character. Both ways are 
crucial in the development of virtues in 
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organizations. Both ways should, ideally, be 
further reinforced through virtue education 
in form of in-company trainings. Thus, to 
finish this chapter, we present three ideas on 
how to teach the virtues in the classroom.

One way to teach the virtues in the class-
room is to combine case studies with reflec-
tion logs. While the case study presents 
students with the opportunity to discuss, for 
example, vicious behaviour or exceptionally 
ethical conduct, it further offers the oppor-
tunity to learn from others and reflect upon 
these individuals’ behaviour. These insights 
can then be used to contemplate over one’s 
own behaviour using reflection logs. For 
example, one of the authors, in his role as 
Business Ethics professor at the University 
of Navarra, started to incorporate (real-life) 
case studies of notorious business scandals 
combined with positive business examples. 
Students discussed these in class and, then, 
were encouraged to further reflect upon their 
thoughts, feelings and ideas later on. This 
combination of negative and positive exam-
ples helped students to elaborate fruitful dis-
cussions about the underlying motivations 
of human behaviour and the importance of 
having a ‘higher purpose’ in business organi-
zations. Some commendable (real-life) case 
studies to introduce students to business eth-
ics have been developed by the Virtue Ethics 
in Business Research Group, which consists 
currently of over 60 professors, research-
ers and practitioners from all over the world 
(see: www.unav.edu/web/virtue-ethics-in-
business/home). Initiatives like these, which 
understand the purpose of a firm to not only 
be the efficient production of goods and ser-
vices, but also as a place to provide a com-
munity in which employees can learn and 
grow as real human beings, are important for 
the promotion of sustainable and responsible 
management practices.

A further way to foster virtuous behaviour 
through classroom sessions is through posi-
tive 360º feedback (see and compare to: ‘The 
reflected best-self feedback’, Cameron, 2008). 
By obtaining information from multiple 

sources about one’s talents, capabilities and 
attributes, the student gets crucial feedback 
about his or her behaviour. Such feedback can 
help students to guide them through a process 
of discovering, analysing and reinforcing the 
positive characteristics that are observed by 
their peers, superiors, employees or even fam-
ily members. Through positive 360º feedback 
students are encouraged to further build upon 
their already positive behaviours, which might 
lead them to discover their full potential to 
become virtuous. Multiple source or multiple 
rater feedback is a tool, which should be incor-
porated more often into business ethics classes 
as it might help students to engage into self-
reflexive questioning. Hibbert and Cunliffe 
(2013) believe this to be crucial in realizing 
what is culturally acceptable is not necessarily 
morally responsible.

A third method to teach virtues in the 
classroom is through storytelling, a technique 
used, for example, at Sloan School (MIT) or 
the University of Virginia’s Darden School 
(Forman, 2013). We do not refer to telling the 
classical stories of fictional heroes and their 
adventures such as The Odyssey. Rather we 
refer to real-life stories about actual leaders 
and their virtuous behaviour or characters. 
(As an alternative to the lecturer telling the 
stories, students can also be encouraged to 
present their own narratives based on their 
own experiences.) Such narratives can help 
students uncover what it means to act virtu-
ously in face of adversity and find new role-
models they can relate to. Telling stories 
about exceptional positive behaviour such 
as virtuous deeds in company environments 
abates the fact that business ethics almost 
always only hits the headlines in the wake of 
scandals, but hardly ever when businessper-
sons do good deeds. These are often met with 
a disbelief for, given the profit motive, such 
stories are just ‘too good to be true’. Why 
so? Making employees or students aware 
that the firm, through proper ethical develop-
ment, could actually be a potent force toward 
attaining the common good, is one of the 
most crucial tasks a leader or business ethics 
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lecturer. As best-selling author and psycholo-
gist Wayne Walter Dyer (2008) said: ‘If you 
change the way you look at things, the things 
you look at change.’
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