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Abstract: This conceptual paper examines the relationship between ethical decision-making, sustainability, and teleological 
reasoning in leadership. It explores the ethical trade-offs that leaders often face when striving to achieve sustainable outcomes and 
investigates how leaders navigate these dilemmas through teleological rationalization. Drawing on a review of relevant literature 
from ethics, leadership, and sustainability, as well as empirical evidence from case studies and organizational research, thi s essay 
explores the challenges and opportunities for leaders in balancing competing interests. By analyzing the psychological mechanisms 
underlying bounded ethicality and the influence of bottom-line mentality, the paper aims to provide insights into how leaders can 
adopt ethical frameworks that prioritize sustainability while addressing the pragmatic realities of decision-making in complex 
organizational environments.  
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I. Introduction 
In today's rapidly evolving global landscape, the need for ethical decision-making in leadership has never been more 

pronounced, particularly within the context of sustainability. Organizations worldwide are grappling with multifaceted 

challenges stemming from environmental degradation, social inequality, and economic instability, necessitating a 

paradigm shift in leadership practices towards greater ethical awareness and responsibility. At the intersection of ethics, 

sustainability, and leadership lies a complex terrain fraught with ethical dilemmas, trade-offs, and competing priorities. 

This paper seeks to illuminate the critical importance of ethical decision-making in leadership for advancing 

sustainability goals, while acknowledging the inherent challenges and complexities faced by leaders. 

The urgency of addressing sustainability issues has been highlighted by mounting evidence of environmental 

degradation and social injustices. Climate change, biodiversity loss, resource depletion, and inequitable distribution of 

wealth and resources are among the pressing challenges facing our world today. These challenges pose significant risks 

to global stability, economic prosperity, and human well-being, necessitating coordinated action at local, national, and 

international levels. Leaders across sectors and industries are increasingly being called upon to play a proactive role in 

addressing these challenges, not only as stewards of their organizations but also as agents of positive change within 

society. 

Ethical decision-making lies at the heart of leadership in the pursuit of sustainability. At its core, ethical leadership 

entails the ability to make principled decisions that prioritize the common good and uphold fundamental values such as 

integrity, justice, and respect for human dignity. However, the reality of leadership decision-making is often far more 

complex, with leaders facing competing interests, conflicting priorities, and ambiguous ethical boundaries. The inherent 

tensions between economic needs, social responsibilities, and environmental stewardship present leaders with profound 

ethical dilemmas that require careful deliberation and principled action. 

Research has explored the psychological mechanisms underlying ethical decision-making in leadership, shedding 

light on factors that influence leader behavior and decision-making processes. Studies in behavioral ethics have 

highlighted the phenomenon of bounded ethicality, which refers to the cognitive biases and situational factors that limit 

individuals' ability to recognize and respond to ethical issues effectively (Treviño et al., 2006; Tenbrunsel& Smith-

Crowe, 2008). Bounded ethicality can manifest in various forms, such as moral disengagement, ethical fading, and 

motivated reasoning, all of which can impact leader decision-making in complex organizational contexts. 

Moreover, research in organizational behavior has examined the role of teleological reasoning in rationalizing 

ethical trade-offs and justifying ethically questionable behavior (Jones, 1991; Werhane, 1999). Teleological reasoning 

involves the evaluation of actions based on their anticipated outcomes or consequences, rather than adherence to ethical 
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principles or norms. Leaders may engage in teleological rationalization to justify decisions that prioritize short-term 

gains or organizational interests, often at the expense of long-term sustainability goals. 

Furthermore, the influence of bottom-line mentality on leader decision-making has been a subject of inquiry in 

organizational studies (Barnett et al., 2015; Marcus &Fremeth, 2009). A bottom-line mentality, characterized by a narrow 

focus on financial performance or profit maximization, can create tensions between short-term financial objectives and 

long-term sustainability goals. Leaders influenced by bottom-line mentality may prioritize financial outcomes over 

ethical considerations, leading to decisions that compromise environmental and social sustainability. 

Considering these challenges, ethical leadership emerges as critical for having sustainable organizational practices 

and advancing societal well-being. Ethical leaders possess the moral courage, integrity, and vision to navigate ethical 

dilemmas, promote ethical awareness, and inspire ethical behavior within their organizations. By embracing ethical 

leadership principles and integrating sustainability considerations into their decision-making processes, leaders can 

steer their organizations towards a more sustainable and socially responsible future. 

 

II. Literature Review 

2.1 Environmental Sustainability 

Environmental sustainability focuses on ensuring the responsible use of natural resources and protecting ecosystems for 

long-term viability. It addresses critical global issues such as climate change, biodiversity loss, pollution reduction, and 

resource management (WCED, 1987). Schaltegger and Burritt (2005) stress the necessity of integrating environmental 

concerns into organizational strategy to minimize ecological harm and improve performance. Leadership plays a pivotal 

role here: Bansal and Roth (2000) argue that leadership affects environmental responsibility, while Sharma and 

Henriques (2005) demonstrate how proactive leadership initiatives drive a cultural shift towards sustainable practices. 

 

2.2 Social Sustainability 

Equity, justice, and societal well-being define the essence of social sustainability. It aims to reduce poverty, combat 

inequality, and nurture social inclusion (UNESCO, 2002). Leaders contribute to this goal by creating inclusive work 

environments, respecting human rights, and engaging diverse stakeholders. Carroll (1991) established corporate social 

responsibility (CSR) as central to addressing societal needs, while Elkington (1999) extended this concept through his 

triple bottom line model. Building on these foundations, Aguinis and Glavas (2012) and Matten and Moon (2008) 

examine how ethical leadership shapes CSR practices, demonstrating its potential to address pressing social challenges 

through collective organizational action. 

 

2.3 Economic Sustainability 

Economic sustainability centers on achieving financial stability and growth while balancing resource efficiency and 

value creation for stakeholders. Unlike traditional profit-first models, modern approaches emphasize shared value and 

long-term prosperity. Porter and Kramer (2011) highlight that businesses can simultaneously drive economic success 

and meet societal needs through strategic alignment. Leadership, as noted by Senge et al. (2008) and Elkington (1998), 

serves as the engine for change, promoting innovation, resilience, and responsible business models that ensure 

sustainable financial returns without compromising future generations’ prospects. 

2.4 Cultural Sustainability 

The preservation of cultural heritage, diversity, and identity is fundamental to sustainable development. Beyond 

environmental and economic considerations, cultural sustainability requires recognizing indigenous knowledge 

systems, nurturing inclusivity, and promoting cultural exchange (UNESCO, 2001). Hargrave and Van de Ven (2006) 

connect cultural sustainability to organizational norms, suggesting that leaders who prioritize shared values shape 

cultures that honor diversity and inclusivity. Similarly, Alvesson and Sveningsson (2003) and Schein (2010) highlight the 

importance of ethical leadership in cultivating environments where individuals feel a sense of belonging, identity, and 

cultural respect. 

2.5 Bounded Ethicality 

Bounded ethicality, a concept grounded in behavioral ethics, refers to the cognitive limitations and situational pressures 

that prevent individuals from fully recognizing ethical dilemmas (Treviño et al., 2006; Tenbrunsel& Smith-Crowe, 2008). 

Leaders may fail to address ethical concerns due to phenomena like moral disengagement, ethical fading, or motivated 

reasoning. Bazerman and Tenbrunsel (2011) expose these “blind spots,” emphasizing the need for interventions to 

reduce cognitive bias. Similarly, Rest (1986) and Treviño (1992) argue that raising ethical awareness and developing 

moral reasoning are critical to overcoming bounded ethicality and enabling leaders to make principled decisions. 
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2.6 Bottom-Line Mentality 

Bottom-line mentality represents a single-minded focus on profit maximization, often to the detriment of broader ethical 

and sustainable objectives (Barnett et al., 2015; Marcus &Fremeth, 2009). This mindset can intensify tensions between 

short-term financial performance and long-term sustainability goals. Mitchell and Sikka (2002) critique the pitfalls of 

shareholder primacy, advocating for more balanced performance measurement approaches. Moving forward, Freeman 

(2010) and Elkington (2004) propose frameworks like the triple bottom line and integrated reporting, which assess 

financial, social, and environmental outcomes collectively, providing a pathway for organizations to align profitability 

with sustainability. 

III. Constructing a Theoretical Framework 

The conceptual framework for ethical decision-making, sustainability, and leadership development integrates 

antecedents, outcomes, potential mediators, and potential moderators, guided by propositions derived from the 

literature review. Drawing on existing empirical studies and case studies, this framework seeks to explain the 

multifaceted relationships between ethical leadership, sustainability practices, and organizational outcomes. 

3.1 Antecedents 

1. Ethical Leadership (Proposition 1): Ethical leadership serves as a foundational antecedent to ethical decision-making 

and sustainability practices within organizations (Brown et al., 2005). Leaders who demonstrate integrity, transparency, 

and accountability set a positive ethical tone and provide ethical guidance for employees, aligning personal values with 

organizational goals (Proposition 1).  

2. Organizational Culture (Proposition 1): Organizational culture plays a pivotal role in shaping ethical norms, values, 

and practices within organizations, influencing leader behavior and decision-making processes (Schein, 2010). Cultures 

that prioritize ethical conduct, social responsibility, and environmental stewardship create a climate conducive to ethical 

decision-making and sustainability initiatives, reflecting the values and priorities of ethical leadership (Proposition 1). 

3. Stakeholder Pressures (Proposition 2): External pressures from stakeholders, including customers, investors, 

regulators, and advocacy groups, can influence organizational decision-making and sustainability practices (Freeman et 

al., 2010). Organizations may face demands for greater transparency, accountability, and sustainability performance 

from various stakeholder groups, shaping their strategic priorities and resource allocation decisions (Proposition 2). 

3.2 Mediators 

1. Ethical Climate (Proposition 1): Ethical climate serves as a potential mediator between ethical leadership and 

organizational outcomes, reflecting the shared values, norms, and expectations regarding ethical conduct within 

organizations (Victor & Cullen, 1988). A positive ethical climate reinforces ethical decision-making and promotes 

sustainability practices, increasing employee engagement and commitment to organizational goals (Proposition 1). 

2. Employee Engagement (Proposition 1): Employee engagement serves as another potential mediator between ethical 

leadership and organizational outcomes, reflecting the degree of employees' emotional attachment and commitment to 

their work (Walumbwa et al., 2008). Engaged employees are more likely to align their behaviors with organizational 

values and goals, including sustainability objectives, contributing to organizational success and resilience (Proposition 

1). 

3.3 Moderators 

1. Organizational Size (Proposition 6): Organizational size may moderate the relationship between ethical leadership 

and organizational outcomes, influencing the adoption and implementation of ethical and sustainable practices (Treviño 

et al., 2003). Small organizations may have more flexibility and agility in implementing sustainability initiatives, while 

larger organizations may face greater complexity and inertia due to bureaucratic structures and competing priorities 

(Proposition 6). 

2. Industry Context (Proposition 6): Industry context may also moderate the relationship between ethical leadership and 

organizational outcomes, shaping the degree of regulatory scrutiny and public visibility faced by organizations 

(Aguinis&Glavas, 2012). Industries with high regulatory scrutiny or public visibility may face greater pressure to adopt 

and adhere to ethical and sustainable practices, influencing their strategic priorities and resource allocation decisions 

(Proposition 6). 
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3.4 Outcomes 

1. Organizational Performance (Proposition 3): Ethical leadership and sustainability practices have been linked to 

various dimensions of organizational performance, including financial performance, innovation, and reputation 

(Aguinis&Glavas, 2012). Organizations that prioritize ethical conduct and sustainability outperform their peers in terms 

of long-term profitability and market value, driven by innovation, customer loyalty, and stakeholder trust (Proposition 

3). 

2. Stakeholder Trust (Proposition 3): Ethical leadership and sustainability practices contribute to building stakeholder 

trust and confidence in organizations, enhancing brand reputation and organizational legitimacy (Brown et al., 2005). 

Organizations that demonstrate a commitment to ethical conduct, social responsibility, and environmental stewardship 

earn the trust and loyalty of customers, investors, employees, and communities, building long-term relationships and 

sustainable growth (Proposition 3). 

In summary, the conceptual framework for ethical decision-making, sustainability, and leadership development 

integrates deduced propositions throughout, providing a comprehensive understanding of the complex dynamics at 

play in organizational contexts. By considering the interplay between ethical leadership, sustainability practices, and 

organizational outcomes, this framework offers valuable insights into the mechanisms underlying ethical decision-

making and its impact on organizational success and resilience. 

3.5 Theoretical Propositions 

Proposition 1: Ethical trade-offs are inherent in leader decision making. 

Leaders often encounter situations where they must make trade-offs between ethical considerations and other 

competing interests, such as financial performance or stakeholder demands. These trade-offs arise due to the complexity 

of organizational decision-making and the multiple objectives that leaders must balance. 

Proposition 2: Teleological rationalization influences leader decision making. 

Leaders may engage in teleological rationalization to justify their decisions when faced with ethical dilemmas. 

Teleological rationalization involves the process of justifying actions based on the anticipated outcomes or 

consequences, rather than adherence to ethical principles or norms. This rationalization process can lead to ethically 

questionable decisions that prioritize short-term gains over long-term sustainability goals. 

Proposition 3: Bounded ethicality shapes leader behavior. 

The theory of bounded ethicality suggests that leaders' ethical decision-making is constrained by cognitive biases, 

situational factors, and social influences. Bounded ethicality influences how leaders perceive and respond to ethical 

dilemmas, leading to deviations from ethical standards or rationalization of unethical behavior. 

Proposition 4: Bottom-line mentality impacts ethical decision making. 

Leaders influenced by a bottom-line mentality prioritize financial performance or profit maximization above other 

considerations, such as social or environmental sustainability. This mentality can create tensions between short-term 

financial objectives and long-term sustainability goals, influencing leader decision-making and organizational practices. 

Proposition 5: Sustainable leadership requires ethical decision making. 

Effective leadership for sustainability requires ethical decision-making that prioritizes long-term environmental, social, 

and economic well-being. Leaders must consider the broader impacts of their decisions on stakeholders and society, 

adopting ethical frameworks that promote sustainability and social responsibility. 

Proposition 6: Ethical leadership promotes organizational sustainability. 

Ethical leadership practices, such as transparency, integrity, and accountability, contribute to organizational 

sustainability by improving trust, employee engagement, and stakeholder satisfaction. Ethical leaders prioritize 

sustainability goals and ethical considerations in decision-making, aligning organizational objectives with societal needs 

and values. 

Proposition 7: Ethical leadership requires awareness and reflection. 
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Ethical leadership requires leaders to be aware of their own biases, values, and motivations, and to engage in reflective 

practices to evaluate the ethical implications of their decisions. Leaders who cultivate self-awareness and ethical 

mindfulness are better equipped to navigate ethical dilemmas and promote sustainable outcomes within their 

organizations. 

IV. Discussion and Implications 

One key implication of the framework is the critical role of ethical leadership in driving organizational change and 

advancing sustainability goals. Ethical leaders set the tone for organizational culture, demonstrating integrity, 

transparency, and accountability in their decision-making processes (Brown et al., 2005). By creating a culture of ethical 

awareness and responsibility, leaders can inspire trust and confidence among stakeholders, laying the foundation for 

sustainable business practices (Bhattacharya et al., 2008). Organizations should invest in leadership development 

programs that cultivate ethical competencies and values, empowering leaders to make principled decisions that 

prioritize the common good and long-term sustainability (Treviño et al., 2003). 

Another implication of the framework is the importance of integrating sustainability considerations into organizational 

decision-making processes. Organizations that adopt a triple bottom line approach, incorporating environmental, social, 

and economic dimensions of sustainability, are better positioned to identify opportunities for value creation and risk 

mitigation (Orlitzky et al., 2003). By aligning business objectives with sustainability goals, organizations can enhance 

their resilience to environmental shocks, regulatory changes, and stakeholder expectations (Porter & Kramer, 2011). 

Leadership plays a critical role in championing sustainability initiatives and embedding sustainability principles into 

strategic planning and resource allocation decisions (Aguinis&Glavas, 2012). 

Furthermore, the framework underscores the importance of stakeholder engagement in driving sustainable 

organizational development. Organizations that actively engage with stakeholders, including employees, customers, 

investors, and communities, are better equipped to understand their needs, preferences, and concerns (Freeman et al., 

2010). By building trust and collaboration with stakeholders, organizations can co-create value, innovate, and address 

societal challenges more effectively (Linnenluecke& Griffiths, 2010). Ethical leaders serve as catalysts for stakeholder 

engagement, facilitating dialogue, transparency, and shared decision-making processes that promote collective action 

and positive social impact (Brown et al., 2005). 

Moreover, the framework highlights the ethical challenges and dilemmas faced by leaders in navigating complex 

organizational environments. Leaders may encounter conflicts between short-term financial objectives and long-term 

sustainability goals, as well as competing stakeholder interests and regulatory requirements (Barnett et al., 2015). Ethical 

decision-making requires leaders to balance these competing priorities, drawing on moral reasoning, empathy, and 

ethical courage (Rest, 1986). Organizations should provide support and resources for leaders to navigate ethical 

dilemmas effectively, such as ethical decision-making frameworks, training, and mentorship programs (Treviño, 1992). 

Finally, the framework emphasizes the broader societal implications of ethical leadership and sustainability practices. 

Organizations have a responsibility to contribute to systemic change and address pressing environmental and social 

challenges, such as climate change, inequality, and poverty (Senge et al., 2008). Ethical leaders can serve as advocates for 

social justice, environmental stewardship, and human rights, leveraging their influence to drive policy reforms, industry 

standards, and collective action initiatives (Elkington, 1998). By aligning their business strategies with the United 

Nations Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs), organizations can contribute to global efforts to build a more equitable, 

sustainable, and just world for future generations (UNESCO, 2015). 

In conclusion, there is transformative potential of ethical leadership and sustainability practices in driving 

organizational success and societal well-being. By embracing ethical values, integrating sustainability into decision-

making, seeking stakeholder engagement, addressing ethical challenges, and promoting systemic change, organizations 

can create a more sustainable and resilient future for all. Ethical leaders play a pivotal role in championing these efforts, 

inspiring trust, innovation, and positive social impact within organizations and across society. 

 

V. Conclusion 
This paper has provided an examination of the relationship between ethical decision-making, sustainability, and 

leadership within organizational contexts. By synthesizing existing literature and integrating propositions, the paper has 

elucidated the critical importance of ethical leadership in driving sustainable organizational development and societal 

well-being. Ethical leaders serve as catalysts for change, inspiring trust, seeking stakeholder engagement, and 

championing sustainability initiatives that create value for all stakeholders. 

Moving forward, organizations must prioritize ethical leadership development and embed sustainability principles 

into their core business strategies to navigate the complex challenges of the 21st century. By creating a culture of ethical 

awareness, integrity, and responsibility, organizations can inspire ethical behavior and promote sustainable practices 

that enhance organizational resilience and long-term success. Furthermore, leaders must recognize the 
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interconnectedness of environmental, social, economic, and cultural dimensions of sustainability and work 

collaboratively with stakeholders to address systemic challenges and promote positive social impact. 

The pursuit of ethical leadership and sustainability is not only a moral imperative but also a strategic imperative for 

organizational success and societal well-being. By embracing ethical values, integrating sustainability into decision-

making processes, seeking stakeholder engagement, and promoting systemic change, organizations can build a more 

equitable, sustainable, and just future for all. Ethical leadership holds the key to unlocking the transformative potential 

of organizations and driving positive change in the world. 
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