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C H A P T E R  S E V E N  

Stepping Stones to Ethical Leadership 
An Interview with . . . Gael O’Brien 

DAVID WRIGHT (WRIGHT) 

Today we’re talking with Gael O’Brien. Gael is a consultant and executive 
coach with an extensive corporate background, who has been working with 
leaders to create successful outcomes for more than twenty-five years. Her 
focus includes ethical leadership, building trust and reputation, and 
communications. Her client list includes Rand, The Conference Board, The 
Ethics and Compliance Officer Association, Bain & Company, and several dozen 
other companies and nonprofit associations. She is President of Strategic 
Opportunities Group, and President of the Professional Coaches, Mentors, and 
Advisors (PCMA) association in Orange County, California. Certified in 
business ethics, she is an author and presenter on topics including leadership, 
values and ethics, and strategic communications. Her blog, The Week in Ethics, 
is widely referenced on leadership and reputation websites. Gael is also a 
columnist for Business Ethics Magazine. 

Ms. O’Brien welcome to Stepping Stones to Success.  
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GAEL O’BRIEN (O’BRIEN) 

Thank you. 
 
WRIGHT  

Is the subject of ethical leadership moving to the front burner in light of 
headlines about the economic meltdown and all the scandals, frauds, and 
ongoing investigations, as well as polls showing less confidence in business?  
 
O’BRIEN 

Absolutely. The unthinkable happened to the world’s economy, and the 
meltdown’s many causes will require many solutions to address. One of which 
is to consider the way in which we do business, particularly the role of 
leadership. This is a global discussion.  

One outcome is a campaign that started last year to enroll graduating MBA 
students in the “MBA Oath,” written by students and intended to be like a 
Hippocratic Oath for business. Those signing the Oath pledge, among other 
things, agree to “accept the duty to act with utmost integrity.” By April 2010 
nearly two thousand MBA students from more than three hundred business 
schools had signed and numbers continue to climb.  

Crises have many causes but they aren’t inevitable. I’ve seen too many 
situations in business and life where crises happened because people looked 
only at the information they wanted to see, or forgot what they stood for and 
made decisions they would later deeply regret. We’ve all watched circumstances 
like that; maybe we’ve even been involved in them. It doesn’t turn out well.  

Ethical leadership isn’t a magic wand that protects all who have it from any 
problems; it is a way of conducting oneself that reduces the likelihood that 
problems will spiral out of control. And, given the enormous financial burden 
and human energy needed to try and restore reputation once credibility is 
lost—if it even can be—ethical leadership has no downside.  

It is easy to argue that leadership should encompass being ethical so the 
term “ethical leadership” isn’t needed. However, “leadership” is a word that can 
include or exclude a number of qualities. Executive recruiters I’ve interviewed 
agreed that ethical leadership was not something boards of directors 
traditionally flagged as being important in recruiting a CEO. It was a 
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presumption that the selected candidate would be ethical, so the screening 
focused on business competencies. While we might agree that being a leader 
means acting with integrity—determining the right thing to do, and doing it—
there is a big gap between intentions and actions. It is a gap we see played out 
all too often in stories of corporate, government, or civic leaders who’ve gained 
notoriety for lying, committing fraud, or conduct that ruins reputations.  

In my experience, leaders drawn to making a difference are motivated by 
seeing what is possible for an organization and working with others to do more 
than just return record profits. They believe the organization should stand for 
something. Making a difference is really how we find our voice. Leadership is 
about how we use our voice.  

Talking about ethical leadership is important because it makes us more 
aware of what we stand for and who we are as leaders in our field, organization, 
or community. And in doing so, we become more intentional about what our 
voice can mean.  
 
 WRIGHT  

How do leaders find their voice? 
 
O’BRIEN 

Every leader has a story about how he or she has developed a leadership 
point of view and expression. Because he had been so successful building Alcoa 
into a highly profitable company and using core values to shape the culture, I 
wanted to know former chairman Paul O’Neill’s story. It started with his ideas 
about worker safety.  

Paul O’Neill was very clear about the impact he wanted his leadership to 
have and it went far beyond ensuring a high rate of return for shareholders. He 
came to Alcoa with the belief that it should be a place where people are never 
hurt at work. He brought with him a handwritten piece of paper on which he’d 
written “What is the Agenda?” followed by his answer, a list of fifteen items. 
His first four items were: “Safety, Quality, Respect for each individual, and 
Rethinking everything we do without restrictions to see if there is a better 
way.” His list also included “setting some symbols that every person can believe 
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in” (like no one ever being hurt at work) and several specifics for addressing 
growth and profitability. 

Leadership, he explained to me, began with an idea that great organizations 
always have three propositions that every person can say yes to every day 
without reservations. His ideal when he went to Alcoa in 1987 was that “I was 
going to work in such a way that I could create an organization where everyone 
could say yes to these propositions every day.” His propositions are:  

 
1. I am treated with dignity and respect every day by everyone I encounter.  

2. I am given the things I need—education, training, encouragement—so I 
can make a contribution that gives meaning to my life. 

3. People whom I respect recognize me for what I do. 

 
There were bosses earlier in his career he didn’t want to be like. “I 

remembered what it was like to be a low level employee and feel the lack of 
direction and a lack of caring from people who were above me in the chain of 
command,” he said. He was a fan of employee surveys and was able to track the 
progress of the culture he sought to build. “I didn’t think it was possible to 
achieve greatness in an organization where the people didn’t know that there 
was a values-based culture and where we not only espoused values but we lived 
by them.” 

 He indicated that, “There were those who argued early on when I started 
pushing workplace safety that we couldn’t afford to be perfectly safe.” The legal 
team argued that he was inviting litigation by developing a comprehensive, 
global Internet system of real-time reporting of workplace injuries that had an 
analysis of what went wrong, what in process or training should change, and 
what would prevent a reoccurrence. “In the thirteen years I was at Alcoa, we 
never had a single lawsuit about workplace injuries,” he added. During his 
tenure, the company also had record profits and growth.  

“If you are elected to be the CEO of an organization,” he asks, “why wouldn’t 
you begin immediately with a vision for the organization and the people in it? 
Why wouldn’t your leadership be about creating a wonderful, fulfilling 
organization that is not about money? Money is a consequence, not an object.”  
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Paul O’Neill served in four presidential administrations, primarily in the 
Office of Management and Budget, had several roles at International Paper 
including president, and in 2000 he retired as Alcoa’s chairman; he was U.S. 
Treasury Secretary in 2001–2002 and continues to be involved in current 
economic policy, health care, and other issues.  
 
WRIGHT  

What is the disconnect between intentions and actions that trips leaders 
up? 
 
O’BRIEN 

We don’t get credit for intentions—how we’d like to act if nothing gets in 
the way.  

There is an irony that leaders seek additional executive training in change 
management strategies, brand marketing, or finance, for example, as 
professional development to enhance their skills as the demands of their job 
intensify. However, as most people consider themselves ethical, there can seem 
a stigma about intentionally talking through a problem from the perspective of 
“is this ethical, is this the right thing for us to do based on who we are”?  

Two illustrations come to mind of what happens when the values of a 
culture are at loggerheads with leaders’ decisions: when what the organization 
stands for on its Web site is not ingrained in the criteria used in the board 
room as well as part of everyday discussions in offices, conference rooms, and 
lunch rooms.  

Hewlett Packard (HP) paid a very high price for a disconnect. Its “Global 
Master Privacy Policy” spells out the privacy and data protection principles it 
says it follows to earn trust in HP and its business practices. However, this 
policy was not top of mind when HP’s former board chair, unable to find the 
source of leaks of confidential information to the media, gained approval to 
hire outside security experts who used pretext to spy on board members and 
reporters. HP’s spying scandal, and subsequent congressional and criminal 
investigations, cost millions of dollars in fines and months of bad press 
internationally, derailed careers, and required re-establishing credibility 
internally and externally. 



Stepping Stones to Success 

 

112 
 

Last year, The Washington Post apologized for a pay-to-play ethics scandal, 
made more embarrassing because of its reputation for exposing influence 
peddling, and the paper’s own strict conflict of interest policy. The publisher 
and executive editor approved a plan to sell sponsorships of up to $25,000 each 
for access to government decision-makers and business leaders and others at 
dinners (dubbed “salons”) hosted by them and at least one Post reporter at the 
publisher’s house. Several senior editors were asked to give feedback and the 
idea was shared with about two hundred managers, with no one raising red 
flags then. Later, when the “salons” became public and the Post was lambasted 
externally, several said they’d had some concerns but felt they would be worked 
out in the details. “I wish I had the perspective I now have of understanding 
how people would perceive an event like this,” said Katherine Weymouth, Post 
Publisher and President in a July 12, 2009, Post column about the scandal. “I 
didn’t perceive it. It’s my responsibility.”  
 
WRIGHT  

What is an example of something relatively simple that people can do to 
help prevent ethical issues from blowing up in their face? 
 
O’BRIEN 

Sometimes it is as simple as stopping the rush of activity around an idea 
long enough to ask yourself, “Does this really makes sense?” As silly as a 
reminder to breathe may sound, it is astonishing how many bright and talented 
type A people get caught up in adrenaline surges as they multitask. Not a good 
context for making important decisions. 

The “do no harm” principle in medicine is also applicable to business ethics. 
There are a number of questions we should ask ourselves when faced with a 
challenge to get at what may be the ethical dimension. Ultimately, the decisions 
we make define the reality in which we will live.  

I like the simplicity of the questions Texas Instruments had at one time on 
its Web site to help employees in decision-making. Called the Ethics Quiz, it 
asked: 
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• Is the action legal?  

• Does it comply with our values?  

• If you do it will you feel bad?  

• How will it look in the newspapers?  
 

The last question is often mentioned as a means of judging would you feel 
the same way about a decision if everyone you knew, knew that you made it, if 
it were published in a story on the front page of The New York Times. Or, if your 
teenager were to learn what you did, would you be able to look her (or him) in 
the eye? This brings home that we own our decisions and don’t have the luxury 
of only feeling okay with a decision as long as no one knows we were the ones 
who made it.  
 
WRIGHT  

A lot of companies would have benefited from asking those questions to 
avoid a crisis. Mitsubishi Motor Manufacturing of America was involved in a 
crisis of epic proportions when the Equal Employment Opportunity 
Commission (EEOC) filed against them in what was then the largest sexual 
harassment lawsuit in 1996. Mitsubishi also was dealing with a national 
boycott led by Reverend Jesse Jackson’s organization and the National 
Organization for Women. And yet, with all that going on, you were recruited 
and accepted a job to help lead Mitsubishi’s model workplace initiative. Why 
did you take on those challenges?  
 
O’BRIEN 

I believed I could make a difference. I could visualize the company it could 
become, and my work in strategic communications, vision articulation, and 
organizational change gave me a lot to draw on. Former U. S. Secretary of Labor 
Lynn Martin had been retained to help the company in the initial stages of the 
culture change and I knew it was a once-in-a-lifetime chance to test myself and 
put into practice what I believed in the most challenging of environments.  

The company had lost credibility internally and internationally and my role 
as head of corporate and community communications overlapped several areas. 
While I didn’t agree with the decisions made before I got there, I quickly came 
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to respect my boss because he wanted the best thinking as he weighed possible 
solutions to a very complex situation. When I found myself on shaky ground 
from pushing too hard, he respected that my motive was to help the company 
do the right thing. The hours and pressure were horrific, especially during the 
first two years before the EEOC suit was settled. But one experience kept me 
going, making me feel it was worth it.  

Seven months after I arrived, Mitsubishi Motors and Rev. Jackson reached 
an agreement to end the national boycott. My boss was to represent the 
company at Rev. Jackson’s press conference. Before my boss and I left for New 
York, the company’s legal advisors read his remarks and were adamantly 
opposed to his following my counsel, and that of others, to apologize to the 
women employees involved in the lawsuit. In response to their opposition, my 
boss took the apology out. We had a tense flight to New York because 
independent of the legal process underway, if the company couldn’t apologize I 
believed we couldn’t advance the healing needed in our workforce.  

The next morning at the press conference my boss added an apology back in 
his remarks. Those few words in an audience of critics shifted the entire energy 
of the room. I asked later what had changed his mind. He had listened not to 
others’ voices, but to his own. Then he knew the right thing to do. 
 
WRIGHT  

You mentioned the importance of a company having a vision and values. 
How did both impact Mitsubishi Motors’ culture change?  
 
O’BRIEN 

Mitsubishi Motors’ vision was to become a model workplace, setting a very 
high bar. The company agreed to develop a mission statement and guiding 
values that would help define the workplace being created. I had the 
opportunity to lead the values process with four thousand employees. A 
colleague and I compiled a list of twenty-two values from reading the annual 
reports of several dozen most admired companies. We created a workbook for 
group leaders and supervisors to use in special employee meetings, including a 
process for facilitating discussions with their group on the twenty-two values 
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so each group could vote on the three values they felt most important to the 
company.  

Employees’ top five vote-getters—honesty, respect, fairness, teamwork, and 
quality—were presented to senior management as the guiding principles. By 
prior agreement, senior management added proactive to the guiding values. 
The values supported the mission statement, which was to build world class 
vehicles. During the next year, each group in each department developed action 
steps to relate the values to the work of their area. The values were also 
incorporated into performance appraisals for nonunion employees.  

It is my experience that people select values that are not sufficiently present 
that they want to be more evident. For example, at Mitsubishi Motors, safety 
didn’t draw a place in the top five because there was already a big push for 
safety throughout the organization. But respect, fairness, honesty—these are 
values essential in changing a culture and they were at the top of the list.  

This was another turning point, taken seriously and reinforced. It took more 
than eighteen months before the first positive media stories began to break 
indicating that the culture of the company was changing, and among the 
sources for the stories were the employees themselves. The workplace had 
effective programs and a number of best practices in place, the lawsuit settled, 
and during the next few years, the company successfully completed global 
certification for both ISO 9002 Quality Management System and ISO 14001 
Environmental Management System. The vision and the values were 
steppingstones that made a critical difference. 
 
WRIGHT  

What is your experience with how stories about leaders gain traction in 
companies and what does that mean?  
 

O’BRIEN 
A workplace culture is defined by the stories that employees tell and see as 

the truth. They observe the CEO, draw their own conclusions, and that 
snapshot becomes part of the lens through which the company is viewed. 
Leaders aren’t successful in orchestrating the stories told about them.  
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Mitsubishi Motors got a new leader about the time the sexual harassment 
litigation was resolved and the company’s mission and values statements were 
taking hold. The new guy was very visible, spending many hours each week 
walking around the plant asking associates questions. When he ran into 
employees at church, the movies, the mall, or restaurants, he would introduce 
his wife and spend time talking to the families. In the summer, second shift 
employees would often meet spouses for their dinner break at picnic tables 
near the parking lot. Inevitably at 7:00 PM or 7:30 PM, after a work day that 
started at 5:30 AM, the president would bypass his car and go the picnic tables 
for a quick chat with whoever was there. It wasn’t long before the stories began 
to circulate about what a straight shooter and nice guy he was. In the tough 
business challenges that were ahead, he was able to use the credibility he’d 
earned to keep the momentum strong and the vision of what the 
manufacturing company could become a rallying point.  

 At another company, a CEO and an employee were headed to a meeting. 
The CEO told her at the airport that as the boss, he couldn’t, as a matter of 
principle, sit in first class while any employee he travelled with sat in coach. He 
indicated he would either go back to coach with her or use his miles to upgrade 
her. When a mileage upgrade on her ticket wasn’t possible, he bought her a 
several-hundred-dollar upgrade, telling her he was personally paying for it, not 
the company. He suggested that two years hence, that story of what he had just 
done would be part of the stories defining the company culture. The stories 
circulating in company corridors then were focused on why the CEO’s 
secretaries kept quitting and the overall high attrition. Whether the CEO’s 
message at the airport was one of the stories defining the culture two years 
later is unknown; the employee with whom he’d shared it had long since joined 
the ranks of those who’d left. 
 
WRIGHT 

Leaders are by nature fallible and mistakes of judgment are made often. 
How does that reconcile with raising the bar to talk about ethical leaders? Isn’t 
the term “ethical leader” almost a set up for failure? 
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O’BRIEN 

Absolutely not; striving to be an ethical leader is about fully coming into 
your own as a trustworthy person, connected to your core beliefs and acting out 
of them. You are in a rhythm that is congruent not conflicted.  

The term “ethical leader” actually sets you up for success because it is about 
deciding how you want to show up in the world and what you need to do to 
support yourself and gain support from others in achieving goals and making a 
difference.  

It is certainly true that some have touted themselves as ethical leaders and 
been felled by their own demons. People like Jim Bakker, Ted Haggard, Jerry 
Swaggart, pedophile priests, and Ponzi predators like Bernie Madoff never 
travelled in the league of authentic leaders. There are also sad examples of 
conflicted self-saboteurs like former New York Governor Elliot Spitzer and 
former Boeing CEO Harry Stonecipher. Stonecipher, recruited to help Boeing 
move beyond an ethics scandal, was forced to resign because his affair with a 
subordinate was inconsistent with the ethics code he helped write. In the case 
of Spitzer, his post-resignation soul-searching may yield another chapter in his 
leadership.  

Business leaders, like any of us, stumble. The ones who have taken 
responsibility, dealt with the problem they created, expressed genuine regret, 
and kept the confidence of their boards have been able to become more self-
aware and perhaps even better able to serve as leaders.  

Ethical leadership involves knowing yourself and what you stand for, being 
authentic and consistent, and honoring what you value by congruent actions in 
your life and work. It is about taking responsibility, seeing a greater purpose 
and inspiring others to be part of making that purpose happen.  

“Ethical leadership does not imply that the leader dictates moral direction to 
the led,” according to Dr. Michael Hoffman, Executive Director, Center for 
Business Ethics and Hieken Professor of Business and Professional Ethics, 
Bentley University. “The true mark of leadership is the ability to create 
opportunities for others to morally lead themselves.” 
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WRIGHT  

What are ways those running organizations, both companies and 
nonprofits, can be more effective leaders utilizing values and purpose to 
accomplish their goals?  
 
O’BRIEN  

It starts with the right questions. A fundamental question for leaders to ask 
themselves is “will this decision or action be consistent with what I stand for or 
what the organization stands for?” 

I worked with the officers of a family business creating a plan for their first-
ever layoffs. Outside legal counsel had approved the plan for eliminating a few 
positions as part of cost measures needed as sales faltered. The officers wanted 
to think through what implementing the plan might mean to the organization. 
They told stories from their perspective about the parties they’d hosted to 
celebrate employee achievements and how the officers had been intentional 
about cultivating a family atmosphere. While the company’s values weren’t 
written down, the officers were aligned on the importance of the company, like 
a family, caring about each other and working well together to create products 
that earned the praise of customers.  

The challenge, the officers agreed as we talked, was to act consistent with 
what they said they stood for. While employees knew there were budget cuts 
coming, they had no hint that some positions would be eliminated. Therefore, 
there was more work to be done around creating honest and transparent 
communications, valuing the employees who’d leave, and how, after they left, 
leaders and employees would work together to build the future.  

Being “like a family” puts a lot of pressure on leaders to make and carry out 
decisions that are consistent with a caring, functional, environment-supportive 
group of people doing their best work. The challenge is that if you have core 
values, whatever they are, they need to reflect what you are committed to 
creating with your teams. The rewards and benefits are commensurate with 
that commitment and alignment. Inevitably, there will be disconnects and 
mistakes, the severity of which will depend on how far out of alignment a 
leader or organization is. The danger isn’t standing for something and being 
found lacking, because there is always room to grow. The real danger is not 
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aiming high enough because then we will only get the little we believed was 
possible.  
 
WRIGHT  

What are things that leaders can do to strengthen the credibility of their 
leadership and minimize the potential for ethical lapses?  

 
O’BRIEN 

There are a number of things that leaders and organizations can do to create 
increased trust and credibility in ordinary and extraordinary times. These ten I 
consider especially important for leaders when faced with challenges: 
  

1. Own what the organization stands for, its mission, vision, and values.  
2. Listen to what is alleged, even if it is inconsistent with what you believe to 

be true. 

3. Resist the reflex to defend, explain, or justify. 
4. Make it safe for people to talk to you by your attitude, body language, and 

emotions.  

5. Seek out facts through unbiased, independent channels.  
6. Convene smart people with relevant expertise to discuss and disagree and 

learn all you can. 

7. Focus on whether the right questions are being asked.  
8. Ensure a credible process for arriving at decisions that would withstand 

public scrutiny.  

9. Believe in and utilize the value of two-way, transparent communications.  
10. Understand that employees overhear and see leaders handling potentially 

ethical issues and learn more from watching than they do from any code of 
conduct on the wall or Web page. The way you show up as a leader defines 

employees’ stories, not the words you use.  

 
I call these Stepping Stones to Ethical Leadership. 

 
WRIGHT  

What a great list.  
Well what an interesting and timely conversation. These are some extremely 

important subjects you have brought to mind. It is daunting to think what can 
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happen when leaders are unethical. This has really been a great conversation. I 
have learned a lot and I am sure that our readers will also. 

 
O’BRIEN 

Thank you very much. 
 
WRIGHT  

Today we’ve been talking with Gael O’Brien who is a consultant and 
executive coach focusing on ethical leadership, building trust and reputation, 
strategic planning, and communications. After listening to her today, I think 
she knows what she’s talking about. 
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A B O U T  T H E  A U T H O R  

GAEL O’BRIEN is a consultant and executive coach with an extensive 
corporate background who has been working with leaders to create successful 
outcomes for more than twenty-five years. Her focus includes ethical 
leadership, building trust and reputation, and communications. Her client list 
includes Rand, The Conference Board, The Ethics and Compliance Officer 
Association, Bain & Company, and several dozen companies and nonprofit 
associations. She is President of Strategic Opportunities Group and President 
of the Professional Coaches, Mentors, and Advisors (PCMA) association in 
Orange County, California. Certified in business ethics, she is an author and 
presenter on topics including leadership, values and ethics, and strategic 
communications. She writes a weekly blog on ethics and leadership at 
http://theweekinethics.wordpress.com and is also a columnist for Business 
Ethics Magazine 
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