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Abstract: The present review article deals with the highly relevant and rich research field of responsible leadership (RL). It
summarizes existing literature using a wide scope of 96 peer-reviewed journal articles and subsequently provides
recommendations for future research paths. The current state of knowledge is depicted in relation to five knowledge areas:
In the first area, the conceptualisation of RL, works addressing fundamental views on RL, the development of frameworks
and the application of specific philosophies or theories are introduced. In the second area, the operationalisation of RL,
results of studies dealing with the development of measurement instruments or applying quantitative empirical study
designs in order to test specific research questions are presented. The third area, RL antecedents, covers the depiction of
empirically investigated antecedent variables pertaining to either a personal or a contextual level. In the fourth area, RL
consequences, empirically examined impacts of RL at a micro, meso and macro level are summarised and further works
dealing with effects of RL on relationships between other variables discussed. Finally, the fifth area of RL promotion presents
works that are empirically testing RL development interventions that take place either in the context of higher education or
work. Derived potential lines of research relate to these five areas of knowledge and address identified research gaps of
content-related, empirical and methodological nature.
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1. Study Background and Aim

Against the background of serious global sustainability challenges and repeatedly uncovered corporate scandals,
business leaders were and are confronted with increasing and new responsibility requirements. This has paved
the way for the approach of responsible leadership (RL) (Foldgy et al, 2021), which emphasizes the relationship
between leaders and stakeholders and thereby goes beyond leader-subordinate focuses (Shi and Ye, 2016). The
construct of RL was introduced into the scientific literature in the early 1990s and began to gain importance
worldwide from 2006 onwards with a book titled “Responsible Leadership” edited by Maak and Pless
(MacTaggart and Lynham, 2018). Since then it has "emerged as a major theme in academic and practical
management discourse" (Stahl and Sully de Luque, 2014, p. 236). The interest in RL has produced a rich research
field with numerous publications. Nonetheless, a comprehensive understanding and consensus respective the
concept of RL, its antecedents, outcomes and promotion still has to be reached.

Several researchers have conducted literature reviews on the field of RL that support the attempt to bring clarity
into these issues. Those include the works of Shi and Ye (2016), Greige Frangieh and Khayr Yaacoub (2017),
MacTaggart and Lynham (2018), Miska and Mendenhall (2018), Foldgy et al (2021), Han, Wang and Ni (2022) as
well as Tan (2023). Although these reviews are helpful, they have some important limitations respective the
literature bases used and content evaluations done: First, the scope of included papers often not exceeds 50
sources, even if more literature is existing. Secondly, the publications covered only extend up to 2022 and if so,
include only a very small number of publications from this year. However, several relevant publications appeared
in 2022 and subsequent years. Third, while existing reviews cover discussions on the definition of RL, its
antecedents and outcomes, a review of the literature about the promotion of RL is essentially missing. Overall,
this indicates that a current literature review that counteracts these limitations is needed. The following paper
therefore aims to provide a more comprehensive literature review in terms of the scope and timeliness of
considered publications as well as inclusion of the area of RL promotion. In addition, it derives recommendations
for future research. Within this review, the focus is put mainly on RL in a business context.

2. Method

In order to achieve the above formulated research objectives, the following steps were taken: (1) search for
existing literature, (2) screening of works for inclusion in a final literature base used to assess the current state
of knowledge on RL, (3) examination of studies included in the final base, (4) summarisation of study results, (5)
derivation of possible future lines of research.
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The final literature base comprises 96 peer-reviewed journal articles written in English language. All publications
are referring to the leadership approach of “RL” and are in no case dealing only with related concepts such as
Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR) or responsible management. In the development of the literature base,
authors were guided by several considerations including the following: First, the publications should be based
on an understanding of RL that concerns responsible decisions, actions etc. of individuals. Second, in all
knowledge areas highlighted in this review, except for the conceptualisation of RL, the focus should be mainly
on empirical works. Third, the publications should generally refer to a business context. All articles included in
the literature base, except one theory-building article from 1998, have been published between 2006 and 2024,
with approx. two-thirds in the last five and approx. one-third in the last three years.

2.1 Current State of Knowledge on RL

2.1.1  Conceptualisation of RL: What is RL?

Concerning the definition and conceptualisation of RL, various publications of mainly theoretical nature can be
identified. These can be classified into three different streams:

The first stream is dealing with fundamental views on RL. A differentiation between so-called agent, stakeholder
and converging views can be observed (Miska, Hilbe and Mayer, 2014). According to agent views, leaders are
only responsible to a company’s shareholders or owners. In accordance with stakeholder views, leaders carry
responsibility to a broader set of stakeholders comprising for example also employees, customers and the
community (Waldman and Galvin, 2008). Converging views are attempting to reconcile the two former
perspectives (Miska, Hilbe and Mayer, 2014). In line with these ideas, different models of RL orientations were
introduced: Pless, Maak and Waldman (2012) distinguish four orientations named “traditional economist”,
“opportunity seeker”, “integrator” and “idealist”. Waldman, Siegel and Stahl (2020) differentiate between the
two orientations “strategist” and “integrator” and Pless et al (2022) show in a case study that the “integrative
RL approach” represents the morally superior choice compared to the “instrumental approach”. Prominent
definitions of RL include the one of Maak and Pless (2006) as well as the one of Voegtlin (2011). Maak and Pless
(2006, p. 112) understand RL as “a social-relational and ethical phenomenon that occurs in interaction between
a leader and a broader group of followers, inside and outside the organization”. Voegtlin (2011, p. 59) describes
it as following: “Responsible leadership can thus be understood as the awareness and consideration of the
consequences of one’s actions for all stakeholders, as well as the exertion of influence by enabling the
involvement of affected stakeholders and by engaging in an active stakeholder dialogue. Therein responsible
leaders strive to weigh and balance the interests of forwarded claims”. In the literature, there is a debate about
how to distinguish RL from other leadership approaches such as ethical or servant leadership. De Klerk and
Jooste (2023, p. 628) conclude on this that “RL is predominantly distinctive in terms of its relational focus on, as
well as accountability for, active external stakeholder engagement, balancing external stakeholder interests, and
building social capital and long-term sustainability of society and the natural environment”.

The second stream of literature helps to build a deeper understanding of RL by developing different frameworks
of RL dimensions, roles, principles, components or practices. Regarding RL dimensions Agrarwal and Bhal (2020),
for example, present a model with four dimensions named “moral person”, “moral manager”, “multistakeholder
considerations” and “sustainable growth focus”. Concerning RL roles, for example, Voegtlin et al (2020)
introduce the three roles of being an “expert”, “facilitator” and “citizen”. With regard to RL principles Maak and
Pless (2009), for example, introduce the idea of cosmopolitan leadership principles covering eight aspects
ranging from “recognition of equal worth and dignity” over “stakeholder engagement and dialogue” to
“sustainability and stewardship”. In terms of components, Lynham and Chermack (2006, p. 81) describe within
their theory of RL for performance that “for leadership to be considered responsible, it must demonstrate, and
be judged to demonstrate, effectiveness, ethics and endurance”. Finally, regarding RL practices Castafieda Garcia
et al (2023) identify five core RL practices for small- and medium-sized enterprises restaurants summarized as
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“societal orientation”, “ethics”, “stakeholder involvement”, “power-sharing” and “environmental orientation”.

The third stream of publications is enhancing the understanding of RL by viewing the leadership approach
through the lens of within that context largely unutilized specific philosophies or theories. It includes works using
the philosophy of Levinas (Jones, 2014), the Renewed Darwinian Theory (Lawrence and Pirson, 2015) or Catholic
social teaching (Marek and Jabténski, 2021).
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2.1.2  Operationalisation of RL: How can RL be Measured?

A number of publications explore the topic of the operationalisation of RL. They are either dealing explicitly with
the development of measurement instruments or applying quantitative empirical study designs in order to test
specific research questions pertaining to the RL field.

Very few of the reviewed studies focus explicitly on the development of quantitative measures to capture RL.
Voegtlin (2011) developed a five-item scale of discursive RL including items such as “My direct supervisor
considers the consequences of decisions for the affected stakeholders” or “My direct supervisor weighs different
stakeholder claims before making a decision” that respondents have to evaluate using a five-point scale. He
describes that his instrument covers mainly one dimension of RL, which becomes also obvious when looking at
other instruments such as the one of Agrarwal and Bhal (2020). The latter designed an 18-item scale measuring
four RL dimensions, that all have to be assessed using a five-point scale. The dimensions of “moral person” and
“moral manager” are measured with five items each (e.g. “Shows consistency in words and action” or
respectively “Listens to what subordinates have to say”), the dimensions of “multistakeholder considerations”
and “sustainable growth focus” with four items each (e.g. “Tries to assess impact on stakeholders before making
business decisions” or respectively “Communicates a vision for long-term growth for the organisation”).

Studies that are not explicitly focussing the development of instruments, but applying them in order to test
specific research questions (related to e.g. RL antecedents or outcomes), are mostly using Voegtlin’s (2011)
instrument, sometimes with small modifications. Besides, various other instruments are utilized that are either
taken from previous works such as Doh, Stumpf and Tymon (2011) or that are developed by the author(s) of a
study for own purposes (e.g. Voegtlin et al, 2020).

2.1.3  Antecedents of RL: What Influences RL?

In literature, several antecedents of RL have already been identified. Building on the view that RL behaviour is a
function of both, the leader as a person and the environment or context in which he or she acts (Stahl and Sully
de Luque, 2014), and following previous reviews (Han, Wang and Ni, 2022; Shi and Ye, 2016), these can be
classified into personal and contextual factors. Only a few studies investigated RL antecedents on an empirical
level, applying qualitative as well as quantitative designs and using, to a major part, European samples. In
summary, these empirical studies show the following:

With regard to personal factors, results suggest that RL is positively influenced by the empathy of a leader
(Voegtlin et al, 2020) as well as his/her hierarchical position (Voegtlin, 2011). Additionally, Crilly, Schneider and
Zollo (2008) found that reasoning styles of leaders (i.e. considerations leaders use as a basis for their reasoning),
influence the propensity to act responsible. Besides that, the positive affect of a leader (Crilly, Schneider and
Zollo, 2008) and certain value orientations such as universalism (Crilly, Schneider and Zollo; Voegtlin et al, 2020)
and benevolence (Crilly, Schneider and Zollo, 2008) were shown to have positive direct and indirect (via
reasoning styles) impacts (Crilly, Schneider and Zollo, 2008). Miska, Stahl and Mendenhall (2013) detected
specific intercultural competencies as, for example, “cosmopolitanism” and “social flexibility” to influence RL.
Furthermore, Pless (2007) identified the role of motivational drivers for RL, which include intrapsychic (need for
exploration and assertion, need for attachment and differentiation, sense of enjoyment) as well as normative
drivers (need for justice, need for recognition, sense of care). Building on her work, Castillo, Sdnchez and Duefias-
Ocampo (2020) finally explored the development of such drivers in more detail.

Regarding contextual factors, the role of institutional factors (liberal vs. coordinated market economies) (Witt
and Stahl, 2016) as well as of “shared concerns” (environmental and communal, professional, employment and
commercial concerns) (Meliou, Ozbilgin and Edwards, 2021) was detected.

Despite the focus of the review on empirical studies, two non-empirical studies developing comprehensive sets
of potential antecedents are worth mentioning. First, Stahl and Sully de Luque (2014) have developed a
theoretical model on the antecedents of RL, which comprises five different categories of antecedent variables:
individual, situational, organisational, institutional and supranational factors. Second, Muff, Liechti and Dyllick
(2020) have developed a set of 45 RL competencies that are clustered across five dimensions termed “stake-
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holder relations”, “ethics and values”, “self-awareness”, “systems thinking” and “change and innovation”.

2.1.4  Outcomes of RL: What Does RL Lead to?

With regard to the consequences of RL, numerous outcomes have already been identified in literature. These
relate to different levels and can therefore be categorised into different clusters (e.g. Foldgy et al, 2021). In this
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review, the following three levels or clusters are differentiated: (1) impacts of RL at the micro level refer to
impacts on individuals within organisations, such as managers themselves or their subordinates; (2) impacts of
RL at the meso level describe impacts on organisational units such as teams as well as on entire organisations;
(3) impacts of RL at the macro level finally refer to impacts on external stakeholders (i.e. outside or beyond the
organisation). The empirically tested direct or indirect effects of RL identified in this review are presented below.
It should be noted at this point that in most of the studies, further mediating and/or moderating variables were
included. However, due to the scope of this paper and for reasons of clarity, these are not discussed here.

At the micro level, it can be seen that RL influences a variety of behavioural as well as other variables of
employees or respectively subordinates. Within this context, positive effects of RL on the helping intention of
employees (Liu and Lin, 2018) as well as their project (Yang et al, 2022), organisational (e.g. Freire and Gongalves,
2021), stakeholder (Agrarwal and Bhal, 2020) and community citizenship behaviour (Voegtlin et al, 2020) were
presented. In addition, positive influences on the mainly work-related green/pro-environmental behaviour of
employees (e.g. Xiao et al, 2024), their organisational citizenship behaviour for the environment (e.g. Zhao and
Zhou, 2019) and their personal low-carbon behaviour (Zhang, Liu and Zhang, 2023) were reported. Promoting
effects of RL on employee’ creative (Zulfigar, Khan and Huo, 2023) and innovative behaviour (Dong and Zhong,
2021) as well as their whistleblowing intentions (Akhtar et al, 2021) were shown. Furthermore, positive
influences on the performance of employees (e.g. Lin, Huang and Huang, 2020) were identified. Besides these
positive relationships, negative influences on subordinates” willingness to engage in unethical pro-organisational
behaviour (Cheng, Wei and Lin, 2019) and performance of such behaviour (Cheng et al, 2022) were found. A
paradoxical (Zhu et al, 2021) and later U-shaped effect (Zhu and Zhao, 2024) of RL on employees” cyberloafing
were detected. In terms of other than behavioural variables, also positive effects of RL on the moral courage of
employees (Agrarwal and Bhal, 2020), their duty orientation (Ansong, Agyeiwaa and Gnankob, 2022), work
engagement (e.g. Dong and Zhong, 2022), affective organisational commitment (e.g. Voegtlin et al, 2020) and
job satisfaction (Voegtlin, 2011) were shown. Finally, negative effects on the turnover intention and turnover
behaviour of subordinates (e.g. Doh, Stumpf and Tymon, 2011) were found. Secondly, although much rarer,
outcomes for leaders or managers were investigated. Within that context, Voegtlin et al (2020) showed that RL
is related to positive perceptions of leader effectiveness and attractiveness.

At the meso level, positive influences on the performance of teams (e.g. Lin, Ren and Ding, 2024) as well as the
workforce (Cyfert et al, 2022) and strategic agility (Chang et al, 2023) were found. Additionally, positive effects
on the reputation (Varma, 2021) and attractiveness of the organisation (Voegtlin et al, 2020) as well as its
inclusiveness (Bhatti, Irfan and Oztiirk, 2023) have been identified. Besides that, positive relationships with the
general innovation performance (Castafieda Garcia et al, 2023) as well as green/environmental innovations (e.g.
Huo et al, 2022) of organisations were detected. Finally, positive consequences for the whole or parts of the
triple-bottom-line performance of organisations have been shown (e.g. Xuecheng et al, 2022).

At the macro level, no empirically validated results were detected.

All of the studies included above have dealt with effects of RL on one or more variables. Besides these, in
literature also some works can be found that empirically examine the effect of RL on relationships between
other variables. In this context, especially the moderating role of RL (either alone or in interaction with further
variables) in relationships between CSR and several outcome variables was investigated. While some authors
have shown positive effects of RL on relationships between CSR and outcomes such as employee commitment,
engagement, organisational citizenship behaviour (Bouichou, Wang and Feroz, 2022) and e.g. green behaviour
(He, Morrison and Zhang, 2021), Javed et al (2020a) have found that RL negatively moderates the relationships
between CSR and corporate reputation as well as financial performance. Furthermore, Javed et al (2020b) have
shown inter alia that specific RL orientations strengthen the relationship between responsible governance and
CSR whereas other weaken it. Finally, He, Morrison and Zhang (2019) have identified, besides others, that RL
strengthens the positive effect of human resource management on employee well-being.

The majority of the here included empirical works dealing with RL outcomes was characterized by quantitative
study designs, especially of cross-sectional nature. In terms of samples underlying the different studies, the large
majority was conducted in Asian countries and hereby especially in China and Pakistan. Furthermore, study
participants came from several industries whereby manufacturing and hospitality were particularly strong
represented.
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2.1.5  Promotion of RL: How can RL be “Trained”?

Concerning the promotion of RL, the literature offers some important insights on RL development interventions
that take place either in the context of higher education (e.g. course at a university for its students) or work (e.g.
program offered by a company for its executives). The review conducted in the framework of this study revealed
that the included empirically oriented studies are, in general, describing single interventions and assessing their
effectiveness in terms of one or more different learning outcomes. The latter are generally representing aspects
relevant to RLsuch as, for example, RL related knowledge (e.g. Arruda Filho, Hino and Przybylowicz Beuter, 2019;
Goryunova, 2021; Pless, Maak and Stahl, 2011), abilities (e.g. Eriksen and Cooper, 2018), competencies (e.g.
Muff, Delacoste and Dyllick, 2022; Rook and McManus, 2020), values (e.g. Basson and Steenkamp, 2024),
attitudes (e.g. Blakeley and Higgs, 2014) or roles (Sroufe et al, 2015). More specific, the review has revealed the
following:

In the higher education context, several studies have examined the effectiveness of various interventions offered
to students at different levels. At an undergraduate level, the effectiveness of a leadership course at a US College
of Business (Muff, Delacoste and Dyllick, 2022), a social innovation workshop at a South African university
(Basson and Steenkamp, 2024) and a Global Citizenship Capstone seminar at a US public university (Goryunova,
2021) were identified. Rook and McManus (2020) additionally discussed an undergraduate unit embedding a
non-placement work-integrated learning project offered at an Australian university. Besides these studies,
Eriksen and Cooper (2018) presented the effectiveness of a MBA course and Sroufe et al (2015) highlighted the
outcomes of international study trips for MBA students. Finally, Arruda Filho, Hino and Przybylowicz Beuter
(2019) have shown the positive outcomes of a seminar that includes the topic of global RL conducted at a
Brazilian business school.

Regarding interventions that take place in the context of work, especially RL development programmes built
around service learning have been empirically investigated. In this context, Pless, Maak and Stahl (2011)
evidenced the effectiveness of a programme of PricewaterhouseCoopers called “Project Ulysses”. Furthermore,
Blakeley and Higgs (2014) showed positive outcomes of a programme run by a global professional services firm
in the UK.

In sum, in terms of the study design of the mentioned empirical works, quantitative and qualitative designs were
applied equally often. In addition, the study participants were members of the institutions that offered the
development interventions. These institutions differed in terms of their geographical location, with North
America being the most frequently represented.

3. Potential Future Research Paths

Analysing the current knowledge status on RL as depicted in the previous chapter, reveals the following
implications for potential future research: First, in regard to the question how RL can be defined and
conceptualised, a plurality of approaches is existent and a clear, unified understanding still has to be reached.
Second, up to date there is a lack of established measurement instruments to capture RL comprehensively.
Empirical works are based in particular on the scale developed by Voegtlin (2011), which only measures one
aspect of RL. The further development of more comprehensive, robust instruments is therefore recommended.
Third, with regard to the antecedents of RL, a great need for empirical studies is evident. In the literature review,
only eight empirical works compared to over 50 dealing with RL outcomes were identified. Future empirical
studies should especially investigate antecedents of the contextual level, relationships between different
variables and interactive effects. Previous studies that examine RL antecedents on a theoretical level (e.g. Stahl
and Sully de Luque, 2014) as well as current developments (e.g. introduction of Corporate Sustainability
Reporting Directive in European context) should be taken into account when identifying potential antecedent
variables for inquiry. Finally, it is recommended that the studies make greater use of quantitative research
methods in order to achieve a higher generalisability of results. Fourth, regarding RL outcomes, a need for
studies applying longitudinal or experimental research designs to foster the causality of relationships is evident.
In addition, it is recommended that future works are conducted in diverse industries and test effects also in non-
Asian contexts to promote the generalisability of results. Content-wise it is recommendable that future studies
focus especially on macro level outcomes, micro level outcomes for leaders as well as by now unexplored or
unclear (due to existing contradictory results) relationships between various variables (e.g. RL, CSR and
performance). Finally, in regard to the promotion of RL, further interventions applying different methods have
to be developed and their effectiveness tested empirically in different contexts (e.g. countries, industries,
organizations, study programs). Interventions for both, work settings as well as educational settings are thereby
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important, as they tackle on the one hand current and on the other hand future leaders. Interestingly, although
several of these research paths have also been recommended in previously conducted literature reviews (e.g.
Foldgy et al, 2021; Miska and Mendenhall, 2018) and the field has strongly developed within the last years, they
still seem to be true and wait for researchers to start their way on it.

4. Conclusion

The aim of this paper was to outline the current state of knowledge on the leadership approach of RL and,
building on this, to identify relevant lines of research for the future. The descriptions provided show in a
structured form the breadth of the RL research field, which has developed considerably in recent years. In
addition, they highlight (still) existing gaps with regard to the conceptualisation, operationalisation, antecedents,
outcomes and promotion of RL, the closing of which is strongly recommended in view of the high practical
relevance of this leadership approach. Although the review is based on a broad sample of 96 studies, it does not
claim to be exhaustive. Readers should bear in mind that the results reported relate to the sample analysed and
therefore hold only true for the context defined with it. Some of the foci chosen for this sample can be regarded
as limitations of the present work that open up avenues for future studies: First, one main focus was set on RL
in a business context and therefore, an extension to other areas excluded in the present review represents a
promising research endeavour. Second, references other than peer-reviewed journal articles were not taken
into the scope of investigation and hence, results could be enriched with findings represented in other kinds of
sources. Third, only results pertaining exclusively to RL have been included here, which could be complemented
by results stemming from studies researching related concepts such as CSR or responsible management. Despite
these limitations and under the consideration that the literature base used potentially does not include all
existing publications relevant to the defined context, it can be assumed that the study will contribute to
providing the support necessary to enable RL in the future.
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