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a b s t r a c t
Integrity is frequently used in the management literature as a normative descriptor, especially
with regard to leadership. The study of integrity and leadership, though, suffers from a lack of a
well-speciﬁed theoretical base. This paper addresses this problem by suggesting how integrity,
deﬁned as the consistency between words and actions, may be conceptualized at different
levels of analysis (individual, group, and organization). Through a series of propositions, we
explore how individual leader integrity can affect outcomes such as trust, satisfaction,
performance, and follower integrity. We also propose that integrity may be ascribed to groups
and organizations, and explore the role that a group leader plays in fostering group- and
organization-level integrity and outcomes such as trust and performance. Finally, we consider
how leaders may help to resolve cross-level integrity discrepancies.
© 2009 Elsevier Inc. All rights reserved.

The notion that integrity is important for effective leadership is oft-asserted, perhaps to the point that it is almost an axiom in
leadership studies (cf., Bass & Steidlmeier, 1999; Craig & Gustafson, 1998; Howell & Avolio, 1995; Kirkpatrick & Locke, 1991; Parry &
Proctor-Thomson, 2002; Peterson, 2004; Simons, 1999). Given its relatively lofty position as a normative leadership ideal, it may be
somewhat surprising that there is actually very little research about the relationship between leadership and integrity. In
particular, research concerning the relationship between leadership and integrity suffers in part from three primary problems.
First, there is little agreement in the literature about the meaning of integrity (Becker, 1998; Parry & Proctor-Thomson, 2002). It
is frequently used to represent a wide variety of ideas and constructs and often overlaps with other terms such as morality, ethics,
conscientiousness, honesty, and trustworthiness (Lowe, Cordery, & Morrison, 2004). Second, in spite of its popularity as a
normative descriptor, there is actually little extant theory about integrity in the management and leadership literatures. The
existing theory is relatively narrow in scope, usually focusing on only a single level of analysis (i.e., the individual leader). The
confusion and disagreement about the term likely contribute to the third problem: relatively few empirical studies concerning
integrity and leadership. Despite these problems, the sheer popularity of the term as a normative ideal – especially in leadership –
indicates that further theoretical development and research is needed.
Palanski & Yammarino (2007) have begun to address the ﬁrst problem – lack of agreement about the meaning and scope of
integrity – by suggesting a conceptualization of integrity that helps to sort through the confusion and disagreement about the
term. They consider integrity as a virtue and explain ways to disentangle integrity from other closely related virtues such as
authenticity, courage, honesty, and fairness.
The purpose of this paper is to address the second primary problem in integrity and leadership: a lack of well-speciﬁed theory.
The approach adopted here is to consider integrity at three primary levels of analysis: individual, group, and organization levels
(Dansereau, Alutto, & Yammarino, 1984; Kozlowski & Klein, 2000), with particular emphasis on the role that leadership plays with
respect to each of these levels. The ﬁrst step towards developing such a multi-level framework of integrity is to consider how
integrity at the group and organization levels of analysis is related to the individual level in terms of structure and function; in
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other words, does the higher-level (i.e., group-level or organization-level) integrity construct contain the same set of elements as
individual-level integrity? Further, does integrity at the group and organization levels result in the same type of outcomes as at the
individual level? Also, how do integrity conceptualizations at the three levels relate to one another? For instance, how might
individual-level integrity both partially constitute group-level and organization-level integrity and be partially inﬂuenced by
group-level and organization-level integrity?
Of particular interest in this discussion is the role of leadership as it relates to integrity. Speciﬁcally, the effects of a leader's
personal integrity on outcomes such as trust, satisfaction, and performance are explored. In addition, the composition and
nomological relationships of group-level and organization-level integrity are developed. These theoretical relationships are
speciﬁed with the goal of a providing a sound basis from which to address the third main problem with integrity and leadership
(i.e., lack of sound empirical testing) in future research.
This paper begins by brieﬂy reviewing the literature about integrity and leadership. Next, a multi-level conceptualization of integrity
and its links to leadership and outcomes such as trust, satisfaction, and performance is presented. This conceptualization is based on a
framework of isomorphism; that is, integrity at higher (i.e., group and organization) levels has a similar structure and function as
integrity at lower (i.e., individual) levels. Particular emphasis is placed on the role of leadership for aligning integrity at all three levels of
analysis. The paper concludes with discussion of limitations and future directions for theory and research on integrity and leadership.
1. Review of the literature
Integrity is often mentioned as an important characteristic of effective leadership, but the exact relationship between the two
constructs is presented in different ways in the organizational literature. Palanski & Yammarino (2007) provide a comprehensive
review of the integrity and leadership literature and suggest an operational deﬁnition. Their conclusions are summarized here.
1.1. Integrity
Palanski & Yammarino (2007) review over thirty articles which speciﬁcally contain a deﬁnition or deﬁnitions for integrity,
demonstrating that integrity is used to mean a variety of different things. They classify the various meanings of integrity in the
management literature into ﬁve main categories: 1) integrity as wholeness; 2) integrity as consistency between words and actions;
3) integrity as consistency in adversity; 4) integrity as being true to oneself; 5) and integrity as morality/ethics (including
deﬁnitions such as honesty, trustworthiness, justice, and compassion).
Palanski & Yammarino (2007) note that many of the deﬁnitions of integrity overlap with one another and are used
interchangeably, which leads to considerable difﬁculty when trying to operationalize, measure, and test integrity. They suggest
that one way to address this problem is by considering integrity as a virtue (Audi & Murphy, 2006), which is deﬁned simply as a
discrete component of good character (MacIntyre, 1984; Palanski & Yammarino, 2007). Such an approach draws upon longestablished reasoning in the ﬁeld of moral philosophy (cf., Rachels, 2003) and provides a sound theoretical basis for establishing a
distinct and, more importantly, usable conceptualization of integrity. Based on this consideration of integrity as a virtue, Palanski &
Yammarino (2007) suggest that the domain of integrity best ﬁts the second category of the ﬁve noted above; i.e., integrity as
consistency of words and actions. They argue that the other four categories of integrity (i.e., wholeness, being true to oneself,
consistency in adversity, and morality/ethics) are already established as other virtues in their own right (e.g., being true to oneself
may be considered as the virtue of authenticity). Palanski & Yammarino (2007) point out that their proposed conceptualization is
based on a view of integrity as an adjunctive virtue, a virtue which is neither morally good nor morally bad in and of itself, but is
necessary for achieving moral uprightness (Audi & Murphy, 2006). Thus, strictly speaking, in their view even an evil person may be
considered to have integrity; however, they explain that based on the theory that morally good character consists of many virtues,
there is every reason to expect that integrity will be accompanied by morally good virtues (also known as substantive virtues) such
as honesty and fairness. Table 1 summarizes their review and conceptualization of integrity.
Palanski & Yammarino (2007, p.17) further suggest that integrity should be deﬁned as the “consistency of an acting entity's
words and actions” (italics added). This deﬁnition is quite similar to Simons' (2002, p.19) deﬁnition of Behavioral Integrity (BI) as
Table 1
Comparison of current deﬁnition of integrity to other constructs.
Integrity use in org. literature

Related virtue

Nomological closeness to integrity (reason)

Consistency of words and actions
Being true to oneself
Consistent behavior in adversity
Moral/ethical
Honest
Trustworthy
Just/fair
Caring
Wholeness

Integrity
Authenticity
Courage

N/A – current deﬁnition (adjunctive virtue)
Very proximal (adjunctive virtue)
Very proximal (adjunctive virtue)

Honesty
Trustworthiness
Fairness
Compassion
Character

Moderately
Moderately
Moderately
Moderately
N/A

proximal
proximal
proximal
proximal

(substantive
(substantive
(substantive
(substantive

virtue)
virtue)
virtue)
virtue)

Note. Adjunctive virtues are neither morally good nor bad, but are necessary for moral uprightness. Substantive virtues are considered to be morally good in and of
themselves. Character is more accurately deﬁned as a collection of virtues.
Adapted from Palanski & Yammarino (2007).

