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DEVELOPING LEADER 

CHARACTER: 

FINDING A WAY 

FORWARD



SESSION OBJECTIVES & 

OVERVIEW 

Session Objectives: 
• Understand what leader character is, why it matters, and 

what it means for your continuing leadership development 

• Shift from basic awareness of character (temporary bump) 
to alignment on its strategic importance (strategic impact) 

Session Overview: 
1. Why leader character matters – evidence and 

assumptions 

2. How leader character is developed – the importance of 
habituation 

3. What we need to know to develop leader character – 
a  new definition

4. Who we are becoming as people and as leaders – when 
we focus on

(Crossan et al. 2023)



WHY 

2013 assumption 

• The case to elevate 
character alongside 
competence is clear

2024 insight

• Continued 
fragmentation and 
limited cross-
disciplinary integration, 
lack of urgency

Future implications

• We need evidence-
based, cross-
disciplinary approaches 
that leverage the 
research-teaching-
practice cycle

The evidence: 
Leaders with strong character have 5x greater ROI 
including increases in* 

• Effectiveness (14%) 
• Promotion potential (6%) 
• Psychological safety (16%) 
• Wellbeing (10%)
• ...and more

Discuss: 

• Why do you think character development is 
important?

• Why do you think there hasn’t been greater urgency 
to elevate character development alongside 
competence development?  

• What can we do to strengthen the case for leader 
character development? 

*(Crossan et al. 2023; Kiel, 2015)

DO WE NEED TO DEVELOP LEADER CHARACTER?



HOW
2013 assumption 

• Leader character 
development would 
arise through teaching 
and knowledge sharing 
about leader character

2024 insight

• Failure to understand 
character as habit in 
daily practice and how 
we need to move 
beyond discovering to 
habituating character

Future implications

• Anticipating what it 
takes to develop the 
habits of good character 
so that we can move 
beyond the temporary 
bump of awareness

Discuss: 
• Why do you think knowledge and/or awareness 

of character only may limit its development? 
• In addition to teaching, how else could leader 

character development take place at universities? 
• How can we move along the continuum from 

discovering character to sustaining it across 
contexts and under stress?

Crossan et al. 2021

Discovering Character

Discovering 
latent 
character 
strengths

Activating Character

Activating 
character 
through 
reminding, 
priming, 
reinforcement

Strengthening Character

Actively 
working to 
develop 
character

Connecting Character

Connecting 
character 
dimensions

Sustaining

Character 
dimensions 
hold across 
contexts and 
under stress

DO WE GO FROM AWARENESS TO HABITUATION?



WHAT
2013 assumption 

• That there was clarity 
on what character is 
and how to develop it

2024 insight

• Need to re-examine 
the cross-disciplinary 
and cross-field 
underpinnings (see 
tables 1 & 2)

Future implications

• Working from a 
definition of character 
that captures its core 
underpinnings

A new definition of character: 
“an interconnected suite of embodied and virtuous habits. These 
habits are virtuous insofar as they collectively influence judgment 
and human flourishing. The dimensions of character can be 
observed, assessed, and developed. Character is universal yet 
reflexive to context and can manifest toward deficient or excess vices 
when high levels of one dimension are not supported by high levels 
of other dimensions.” (p.653)

Discuss: 
• How does our understanding of character 

change if we remove any part of this 
definition? 

• What can we learn from different areas of 
study to help us better understand leader 
character?

• Which aspects of leader character should be 
prioritized in certain  programs, and when?

DO WE NEED TO KNOW TO DEVELOP AND 

HABITUATE (GOOD) CHARACTER?



WHO ARE WE BECOMING?

2013 assumption 

• Not explicitly addressed

2024 insight

• Need greater attention 
to “who we are 
becoming while we are 
busy doing.”

Future implications

• Our character is 
continually evolving, the 
important thing is to be 
intentional, rather than 
accidental, in how our 
own character develops

A definition-aligned framework
• The dimensions of character are interconnected and revealed in 

observable behaviors which can be assessed and developed
• All dimensions are equally important and can operate as a deficient or 

excess vice – we don’t want to weaken a strength but rather strengthen 
a weakness to bring balance between dimensions

• Each dimensions is universal, yet reflexive to context, judgment (or 
practical wisdom) tells us which dimension to draw on, when, and how

Crossan et al. 2017



WHO
Apply:
1. Rate yourself from 1-10 on each of the 11 dimensions of character, with 

1 being very weak and 10 being very strong
2. For each dimension, assess if your “lean” is in the direction of deficient 

or excess, or both
3. For deficient dimensions, identify one way you can practice and 

strengthen the associated behaviours 
4. For excess dimensions, identify another dimension that can help bring 

balance

Discuss:
• How does your self-assessment differ to others’? 
• How does context shape or change the ways you enact your character 

dimensions?  

ARE WE BECOMING?



NEXT STEPS: Begin with yourself 
• Understand, assess, and consciously practice and develop your character
• Use the leader character framework to guide how you will enact, strengthen, and 

habituate each dimension (for practical support, see resources slide)

Exercise your leadership
• Share with others and move towards strategic impact
• Share these slides, readings, and resources with others
• Engage in the conversation at work and at home
• Advocate for strategic impact

As leaders, researchers, educators, and 

practitioners, the way forward includes 

addressing the following: 

• How can we find common ground that will fuel a collective will?

• How can we challenge ourselves to move beyond the “temporary 
bump” of awareness to character development and embedding it in 
organizations?

• How can we bring a stronger transdisciplinary and cross-field 
approach to understanding what character is and how to develop it?

• How can we start with our own character development to engage 
challenges and opportunities?

A WAY FORWARD:
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References and further reading



RESOURCES
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