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South Africa is experiencing 
a failure in ethical 
leadership. This failure and 
the impact that it has is at a 
catastrophically high level.  
The financial implications 
and the subsequent 
impact on our society are 
enormous. 

The failure in ethics has a ripple effect 

and these actions are a real threat to 

our economy. It is our view that the 

continuous involvement of individuals 

from private and public sector in fraud, 

corruption, the failure in ethics and the 

seemingly incompetence of leadership 

to address the unethical and criminal 

behavior, could even be a direct threat to 

our democracy. 

Some leaders have lost their moral 

bearing and have succumbed to 

temptations. It could be argued that 

one of the causes of the problem is the 

inculcation of a culture in which finding 

unethical options is seen as the easiest 

route to conduct business. Bad decisions 

are rationalised and there is a sense of 

untouchability, supported by a view that 

there are no consequences for these 

behaviors. 

South Africa cannot afford any further 

ethical failures in terms of leadership. 

The failure in ethics amount to billions 

of rands. The cost of state capture is 

reported to be more than R250 billion. 

The Steinhoff scandal, in one day, wiped 

R200 billion from the Johannesburg 

Stock Exchange. The implications of the 

collapse of Steinhoff to its investors and 

other stakeholders are immense. 

The following questions need to be 

desperately answered:

• How do we address the failure in 

ethical leadership? 

• How do we build ethical leaders? 

• How do we enforce an ethical culture 

in the workplace?

• How do we protect those who blow the 

whistle on unethical conduct? 

The answers to these questions are 

complex and the solutions do not include 

“quick-fixes”. 

One of the solutions to the failure in 

ethical leadership could be to guide 

our young leaders to believe that the 

outwards conspicuous demonstration 

of wealth does not necessarily reflect 

their worth. Leaders from all ages and 

backgrounds need to understand the 

principles of corporate citizenship and 

they must recognise that they form 

part of a broader society. This affords 

them with rights, responsibilities, and 

obligations. What leaders do and how 

they do it is vital to ensure sustainability. 

How and what leaders do matters more 

than what they say. We need to guide 

our young leaders to understand and 

accept that it is rather the intrinsic values 

of integrity, trustworthiness, honesty, and 

selflessness that define them.

The way we guide our young 

leaders is by adopting these 

qualities in our own leadership 

roles, providing them with role 

models. Young leaders take on the 

characteristics of their leaders. It 

is essential that leaders’ ethical 

behaviors are visible, consistent, 

have credibility and are seen to 

be authentic.
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 These credible and authentic 

actions will lead to a culture in 

which leaders are trusted and will 

inculcate an ethical culture that 

will become part of the DNA of 

an organisation.  It is suggested 

that organisations should not 

only focus their efforts by simply 

looking at the profit it makes, but 

rather its shared value and how 

this benefits the society. Businesses 

should acknowledge that ethical 

standards must be fully integrated 

into their strategies to ensure long-

term survival and sustainability. 

We acknowledge the brave work 

that whistleblowers have done 

in identifying and speaking up 

against fraud, corruption, and 

unethical behavior.  

We owe them a debt of gratitude. 

We support a culture in which 

people are comfortable to speak 

openly about unethical behavior 

and we provide a protective 

environment to them. Big business 

needs to come to the party and 

provide employment to these brave 

men and women that had the inner 

courage to do the right thing. We 

encourage organisations to protect 

and to employ a whistleblower and 

acknowledge the contribution these 

people are making in our country.  

We salute the whistleblowers that 

had the courage to speak out 

against criminal and unethical 

practices in companies and 

government institutions despite 

huge pressure to look the other 

way. It is this inner and moral 

courage that whistleblowers 

displayed that South Africa 

desperately needs.

Individualistic ethical leadership 

without being able to influence 

the values and ethics of an 

organisation is not sufficient in the 

complex world leaders operate 

within. To fortify their reputation as 

ethical leaders they must be known 

for their principled decision-making, 

authentic behavior, and judgment 

of ethical dilemmas. We have a 

duty to pave the way for leaders 

who are driven by values of truth, 

integrity, and respect for others 

and to encourage and support 

those who have already embarked 

on this journey.


